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Dear Friends:

The strength of human relationships will determine the success of the Central Valley.  Strong connections
between people, organizations, and their elected officials will support safer, more compassionate, healthier,
and more prosperous communities.  Governments will be more responsive to community needs and 
individuals will feel valued.  However, without established relationships across cultures and between 
neighbors, there is a risk of creating environments of isolated individuals, fragile institutions, and 
widespread distrust.

At the conclusion of Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of the American Community, Harvard
Professor Robert D. Putnam wrote, “Creating (or re-creating) social capital is no simple task.  It would be
eased by a palpable national crisis, like war or depression or natural disaster, but for better and for worse,
America at the dawn of the new century faces no such galvanizing crisis.”  Unfortunately, the potentially 
galvanizing crisis arrived on September 11th.  Since then, as the nation has, in many ways, come together,
we have been reminded of the importance of community and relationships. While the crisis has unified the
nation, there are still chasms of separation in communities.

How strong are relationships in the Valley?  How involved are individuals in their communities?  It’s difficult
to assess, but this, the third report in The State of the Great Central Valley series is a start.  It examines the
region’s well-being through indicators, including measures of citizenship, community safety, social support,
organizational participation, and youth engagement. The goal, however, is not to measure only, but to use
the measures for targeting efforts and focusing on the areas that need change.  

The report was made possible through the generous funding of The James Irvine Foundation and the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.  It was researched and authored by Doug Jackson of the Great
Valley Center with much support from Mary Jo Ortiz and staff of the Sacramento-based Community
Services Planning Council.  Additionally, an advisory committee of individuals from throughout the region
supported the project with valuable input.  

Thanks must be given to them and to each of the organizations and agencies that provided data and 
continue to work in support of strong communities throughout the region.  Special thanks and credit to
Manuel Pastor, the Director of the Center for Justice, Tolerance and the Community at the University of
California, Santa Cruz for the centerpiece essay written especially for this report.

Sincerely,

Carol Whiteside

President

Supporting the economic, social and environmental

well-being of California’s Central Valley

911 13th Street
Modesto, CA 95354
Phone:(209) 522-5103
Fax: (209) 522-5116
www.greatvalley.org



TH E STAT E O F T H E GR E AT CE N T R A L VA L L E Y—CO M M U N I T Y WE L L-BE I N G
Assessing the Region Via Indicators

What  a re  I nd ica to rs?
Indicators are presentations of valuable data that show
changes over time.  They help to answer important
questions such as how well the economy is functioning,
how the schools are doing, or how air quality is
improving or worsening.  Indicators are a powerful tool
in measuring and tracking the overall quality of life.
The measurements help communities monitor changes
or give them a baseline against which future changes
can be measured.  

What  a re  Good  Ind ica to rs?
A good indicator has several characterisitcs:

• It reflects the fundamentals of long-term 
regional or community well-being;

• It is clear, understandable, and acceptable;

• The data can be tracked, statistically measured 
at regular intervals, and comes from a reliable 
source;

• It is easy to communicate in concept as well as 
in terms of its value and its importance to the 
region;

• It indicates an outcome rather than an input.

Abou t  t h i s  Repor t :
Each year the Great Valley Center produces one of five
reports in the State of the Great Central Valley series.
Each report will be revisited in 5-year increments.  The
flagship report is an economic and quality-of-life report
and was first released in 1999.  The 2000 report featured
indicators depicting the state of the environment.  Both
reports are available online at www.greatvalley.org.

The indicators in this report are focused on community
well-being, and include data on citizenship, safety and
social support, community and organizational participa-
tion, and youth engagement.  

How  to  Use  th i s  Repor t :
This report can be used as a benchmark for assessing
the progress of the Valley through community well-
being as an important component of quality of life in
the region.

Based on the information, analysis, and structure 
provided in this report, individual communities may
develop specific indicators tailored to their own 
concerns and unique assets.  This report can serve as a
guide and a model for developing an indicator-based
assessment of smaller communities and cities.

Community-specific indicators can help clarify key-
issues and challenges and can point toward initiatives
and policy changes that can improve the well-being of
the region.
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Much of the data shows room for improvement throughout the region.

Overall, the indicators suggest five strategies that can foster a better quality of

life through strong community networks:

Networks :  Connec t  C i v i c  O rgan i za t i ons  t o  Emerg ing  Cu l tu ra l  G roups
Organizations from Rotary to 4-H have served as foundations of Valley community life.  Data, however,
depicts declining membership levels and membership that often does not reflect the diversity of the area.
Emphasizing outreach to Latino and Asian communities in service organizations and creating connec-
tions between the longstanding clubs and emerging cultural groups can keep the clubs dynamic and rele-
vant and strengthen communities.

I nves t  i n  t he  Fu tu re :  Enhance  Oppor tun i t i es  For  You th
Connect young people to adult organizations and civic institutions.  The Valley has a greater percentage
of young people than the state as a whole. Young people are a tremendous resource but high rates of
juvenile crime and births to teens indicate that greater youth community engagement needs to occur.
Encouraging greater involvement in civic issues and community organizations can better prepare youth
for their role as citizens, and provide them with additional positive role models.  Additionally, youth 
participants will provide organizations and institutions with important insights.

Encourage  C i t i zensh ip  and  Leadersh ip  Deve lopment  i n  Immigran t  Popu la t i ons
The data shows that not all ethnic and racial populations in the Valley vote at the same rate.  To many
new residents, active democratic participation is a new concept and a great number of hurdles can 
discourage those seeking citizenship.  More responsive government requires better participation.
Community-based efforts, such as those of the Central Valley Partnership for Citizenship in the San
Joaquin Valley, must be bolstered and replicated to broaden participation in civic affairs to ensure that
government responds to the needs of its citizens.  

Bu i l d  a  Cu l tu re  o f  Respec t
Work to strengthen the understanding of human worth in the course of daily interactions. Discrimination
and bias exist.  Despite difficulty in obtaining accurate data (primarily due to a high level of under-
reporting and resistance to classifying crimes as hate crimes) reports continue of actions taken against an 
individual or group because of race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, gender, disability, or sexual orien-
tation.  The future of the Valley depends on the ability of individuals and organizations to work together. 

Promote  Awareness  o f  I nd i v i dua l  Impac t
Foster the belief that individual participation matters.  The individual is the building block of community
and democracy.  There are lots of examples of a single person or neighborhood solving a problem.  
The strength of the Valley is dependent upon actively participating individuals working together in 
organizations, voting in elections, and making change happen at a local level.  Data indicates that 
involvement with neighborhood groups and neighbors can correlate with greater personal satisfaction. 

F I N D I N G S A N D R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
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The Central Valley is a vast region—some 450

miles long, averaging 50 miles wide.  It includes

parts of 18 counties, from Shasta County in the

north to Kern County in the south.  

To demonstrate relevant
trends where there are 
differences in the region,
the Valley has been divided
into the following sub-
regions:

North Valley (7 counties—
Shasta, Tehama, Glenn,
Colusa, Butte, Yuba, and
Sutter);

Sacramento Metropolitan
Area (3 counties—Placer,
Sacramento, and Yolo);

San Joaquin Valley 
(8 counties—San Joaquin,
Stanislaus, Merced, Madera, Fresno,
Kings, Tulare, and Kern).  

In some cases the North and South 
portions of the San Joaquin Valley are pulled
out to highlight important trends:

North San Joaquin Valley (3 counties—San
Joaquin, Stanislaus, and Merced); 

South San Joaquin Valley (5 counties—Madera,
Fresno, Kings, Tulare, and Kern). 

T H E G R E A T C E N T R A L V A L L E Y O F C A L I F O R N I A

•

•

•

•

•

To show relative progress and to give context to the
data the report features comparisons to the following
statewide data and that of the following California
regions: 

San Francisco Bay Area  
(9 counties—Alameda, Contra
Costa, Marin, Napa, San
Francisco, San Mateo, Santa
Clara, Solano, and Sonoma);

Los Angeles Area 
(5 counties— Ventura, Los
Angeles, San Bernadino,
Riverside, and Orange);

San Diego Area
(1 county—San Diego).

•

•

•

Source: GreenInfo Network



7

C I T I Z E N S H I P 6

VO T E R PA RT I C I PAT I O N 7

RE P R E S E N TAT I O N I N EL E C T E D OF F I C E 8

IN T E R N E T US A G E 9

CE N S U S RE S P O N S E 10

CO R R E C T I O N A L IN S T I T U T I O N PO P U L AT I O N S 11

S A F E T Y &  S O C I A L S U P P O R T 1 2

WO R K P L A C E DI S C R I M I N AT I O N 13

SC H O O L CR I M E 14

HAT E CR I M E 15

VI O L E N T CR I M E 16

SU I C I D E 17

C O M M U N I T Y P A R T I C I P A T I O N 1 8

NE I G H B O R H O O D IN V O LV E M E N T 19

VO L U N T E E R IN V O LV E M E N T 20

TR AV E L TI M E T O WO R K 21

C O M M U N I T Y O R G A N I Z A T I O N S 2 2

SE RV I C E CL U B S 23

PTA 24

LE A G U E O F WO M E N VO T E R S 25

RE L I G I O U S CO N G R E G AT I O N S A N D OR G A N I Z AT I O N S 26

LI B R A RY CA R D HO L D E R S 27

PU B L I C CH A R I T I E S 28

ART S,  CU LT U R E,  & HU M A N I T I E S OR G A N I Z AT I O N S 29

Y O U T H E N G A G E M E N T 3 0

BI RT H S T O TE E N S 31

HIGH SCHOOL DR O P O U T S 32

JU V E N I L E AR R E S T S 33

YO U T H OR G A N I Z AT I O N S 34

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S



Active citizen participation can take many forms.  Perhaps the most 

fundamental role and responsibility of a citizen is that of voter.  Valley 

citizens vote at a rate similar to the state average; however, not all 

portions of the population are equally likely to turn out.  Voting rates

among more recent immigrant and minority populations in the Valley

are below the level of that of their counterparts in other regions and of

the white population of the region.  

• Trust in the political system is an important ingredient in strong participation.  The level of

census response is in some ways a proxy for the comfort level residents have interacting with 

government institutions.  The Valley response rates in the 2000 Census were for the most part

below national and state levels; however, there was wide improvement over 1990 levels.

• Too many individuals counted in the census are not able to participate in electoral politics.

Those incarcerated in the correctional institutions cannot fully participate in civic and community

life and 2% of San Joaquin Valley residents are in correctional institutions.

• Effective participation is dependent upon knowledge.  The amount of information needed to

understand issues and candidate platforms can be overwhelming.  There is a great amount of

information available through the Internet; but not everyone has access to it.  A lower percent-

age of the Latino population in the Valley has access than whites in the Valley and than Latinos

in other parts of the state.

• There are areas of progress as well.  Valley communities are served by an increasingly diverse

group of elected officials, including a 20% increase in the number of identified Latino and Latina

elected officials since 1996.

C I T I Z E N S H I P
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V O T E R  P A R T I C I P A T I O N

Central Valley voter participation approximates the
state average but with a lower rate of participation
by non-white citizens than other major regions.

Def in i t i on :  
Voter participation is measured as numbers of bal-
lots cast in the biennial November elections as a
proportion of the number of people eligible to
register to vote at that time.  Likely voters are reg-
istered voters who report that they frequently vote
and are interested in politics.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
Voting is the main avenue through which citizens
can express their political will.    

How  are  we  do ing?   
The Valley is home to about 16% of California’s
registered voters and about the same percentage of
its population. Voter turnout is highest during
presidential election years (1992, 1996, & 2000).  

At a regional average, Central Valley voters turn
out to vote at a rate near or a little below the
statewide rate.  

At the sub-regional level, however, more people
turn out to vote in the Sacramento Metropolitan
Area and the North Valley, both of which had rates
above the state average in at least five out of the
past six elections. 

On average over the past six biennial elections, the
San Joaquin Valley’s voter participation rate is nine
points below that of the Bay Area and five points
below the statewide rate.

Of those likely to vote in the Central Valley, 81.2%
are white, 12.2% are Latino, 3.1% are African
American, and 1.5% are Asian American (PPIC
2001).

•

•

•

•

•
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Representation becoming more diverse, with a 20%
gain in the number of Latino officials since 1996.

Def in i t i on :
National organizations use self-identifying and sur-
name-based systems to track elected representation of
historically underrepresented groups.  

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
The Valley is a region with a diverse 
population. Latinos comprise 30% of the
population.  In the San Joaquin Valley,
that number is 40%.  Elected 
representation reflecting that diversity is
an indication that important segments of
Valley communities are effectively
engaged in the public policy decision-
making process. 

How  are  we  do ing?
There is still much that can be done to
prepare and support qualified representa-
tives with a variety of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds for elected and other leader-
ship positions in the region.  There are
approximately 2400 elected council
members, supervisors, and board 
members of the Valley’s cities, counties,
and school districts.

191 Hispanic officials (8%) have been
identified by the National Association of Latino
Elected and Appointed Officials. This represents a
20% increase in Latino representation since 1996.

19 Asian American/Pacific Islander officials (1%)
have been identified by the UCLA Asian American
Studies Center.

20 African American elected officials (1%) have been
identified by the Joint Center for Political and
Economic Studies.  

•

•

•

R E P R E S E N T A T I O N  I N  E L E C T E D  O F F I C E
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I N T E R N E T  U S A G E

Use of the Internet uneven across Valley cultural 
and racial groups.

Def in i t i on :  
Through the introduction of the Internet into
homes, workplaces, libraries, and community
centers, information is readily available to inform
every aspect of life.  The Central Valley Survey
annually assesses the extent to which residents
use the Internet. 

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
The Internet is increasingly used as a civic and
community participation tool.  Information
important to every citizen and resident, includ-
ing voter information, candidate platforms,
extensive election results, and the announce-
ments, agendas, and minutes of public meetings
are all easily and quickly located on the World
Wide Web.  Because of this online access to
information and the potential of the Internet as
a tool for voter-registration and voting, the 
digital divide could have citizen-participation
implications in addition to affecting job oppor-
tunities and other aspects of quality of life.

How  are  we  do ing?
In the period between the November 1999
and the March 2001 Central Valley Surveys,
the overall Internet usage rate increased from
54% to 60%.  However, the progress was not 
uniform.  

The gap between Valley Latinos and non-
Hispanic whites in the region has grown 
from a 15-point gap to a 28-point gap.  
This increasing disparity was not reflected in
statewide figures.  The Statewide Survey 
indicated that California’s 15-point gap 
(which matched the Valley’s in 1999) shrank
to an 8-point gap by March 2001 while the
Valley’s gap nearly doubled.

•

•
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C E N S U S  R E S P O N S E  

Valley response rates improve, still trail California
and nation.

Def in i t i on :  
The Census is required by the U.S. Constitution and
is conducted every 10 years to obtain information on
the nation’s population. Residents participate by
answering questions about their household in several
ways: via mail, in person to a visiting census worker
or—new in this cycle—via the Internet. In 2000, all
Valley counties had a target goal of achieving a
response rate at least five percentage points higher
than their 1990 performance.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Census counts are the basis for the funding and
resource decisions that support state and local 
government.  These fixed resources are necessary to
deliver vital services.  The census figures are also 
useful for public and private agencies.  Accurate 
census figures support the creation of reliable 
projections for determining when schools, housing,
and infrastructure will be needed.  Additionally, 
census participation might serve as a surrogate for
people’s attitudes toward, and trust in, government.  

In 1990, California had the nation’s
largest estimated population undercount.
838,000 people, or 2.7% of the state’s
population, were not estimated.  The
undercount largely prevented complete
representation of the following 
populations:

• African-Americans 

• Latinos 

• Native Americans 

• Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders 

• Children (infant to age 17 years) 

• Males age 18 to 28 years 

• Homeless 

• Migrant and seasonal farm workers

In 2000, the California Complete Count campaign
worked with community-based organizations to 
use the power of local expertise and specific social 
networks to improve upon the accuracy of the 
1990 count. 

How  are  we  do ing?
Almost every Valley county increased the local 
participation rate, with 10 of 18 counties (the county
and incorporated communities within the county)
achieving a five-percent or higher increase.

When taken individually, 62.5% of the incorporated
communities in the region met their target rate.
This is far greater than the nationwide target 
achievement rate of 24%.  

While the outreach effort accomplished significant
improvement in the accuracy of the count, Census
response rates in the Valley (55.5%) remain behind
those of the state (70%) and the nation (67%).

•

•

•
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Def in i t i on :  
“Institutionalized Population in Correctional
Institutions” is a category of the census that 
encompasses persons under formally authorized,
supervised care or custody in institutions at the time
of the census count.  It includes prisons, federal
detention centers, alien detention facilities, military
stockades, local jails, and police lockups.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Institutionalized people and released felons are
unable to act in the full capacity of community 
members, and citizens.  

Prisons often shape the character of the surrounding
community.  Families of prisoners who relocate to be
near the facility create demand for services and
impact county government resources.

C O R R E C T I O N A L  I N S T I T U T I O N  P O P U L A T I O N S

San Joaquin Valley holds more than its share of California’s institutionalized population.  

How  are  we  do ing?   
The Valley hosts 51,156 (32%) of the State
Department of Corrections’ 158,909 institutional-
ized population, but is home to only 16% of the
State’s population.

Six of the 10 California state correctional facilities
built in the 1990s were located in the Central Valley. 

All of the South San Joaquin Valley counties except
Tulare increased the percentage of institutionalized
persons as a proportion of population over the past
decade.

•

•

•



During times of rapid change and growth, individuals frequently feel

isolated and threatened. Fear of crime and distrust of others rise when

residents feel they do not know their neighbors.

• Similar to many other parts of California and the United States, the Valley experienced

decreasing rates of crime in the prosperous years of the late 1990s.  However, the region

steadily lost the advantage relative to other regions that was enjoyed in the early parts of the

decade.  It is now actually experiencing violent crime rates higher than the state average,

with the concentration greatest in the San Joaquin Valley.  

• The rate of school crimes is above the state level throughout the region with steady 

reductions in property crimes, but showing recent increases in drug and alcohol offenses and

crimes against persons.

• Hate crimes and workplace discrimination exist in the Valley.  Rates of registered 

complaints in the workplace have decreased; trends in hate crimes are difficult to assess.

Both are dependent upon reports being filed, and for a variety of reasons, those exposed to

biased-based acts frequently feel powerless to report the actions.  Unfortunately, for many

who feel isolated and powerless, one escape is suicide. Valley-wide, the suicide rate lingers

above the state average. 

• As the Valley faces challenges of growth and confronts social ills and the higher levels of

crime frequently associated with larger populations, growth, and negative changes in the

economy, more people may feel isolated.  Community organizations and strong social 

networks can play an important role in addressing this challenge.

S A F E T Y &  S O C I A L S U P P O R T

The Valley is a region of

diverse communities. Here

Valley residents officially

become citizens at an

oath-taking ceremony in

Fresno. 
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Discrimination in the workplace still occurs, reported
incidents decreasing.

Def in i t i on :  
Discriminatory practices in the workplace include 
various types of harassment and bias in hiring, 
promotion, job assignment, termination, and 
compensation.  This measure includes reported 
discriminatory practices by employers based on race,
religion, gender, sexual orientation, disability, and age.
Data is based on the number of discrimination com-
plaints filed with the California Department of Fair
Employment and Housing from 1998 to 2000.
Unreported discrimination cannot be measured.  
The data does not reflect verified incidents, only 
complaints and formal filings.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
The workplace is one of the most integrated 
community settings, as increasing numbers of women,
minorities, disabled individuals, and diverse groups
of immigrants are working together.  State and
Federal law provides explicit protection against dis-
crimination of all kinds. 

The work environment is an important arena for
allowing people to connect across social divides.
Fostering workplaces that afford equal opportunity
for employment and advancement is fundamental to
the growth of strong community networks.

How  we  a re  do ing?   
41% of the complaints filed in the Central Valley in
2000 involved various types of gender discrimina-
tion, primarily sexual harassment. 

The number of workplace discrimination complaints
filed with the Department of Fair Employment and
Housing in 2000 remained relatively stable in the
North Valley.  The level of workplace discrimination
reported in the North Valley is about 75% of that
reported throughout California.

The Sacramento Metropolitan Area has 38% more 
discrimination complaints than California as a whole.  

Reports of discrimination are declining in the San
Joaquin Valley and throughout the state; however,
the people working in the San Joaquin Valley file
23% more workplace discrimination complaints than
California as a whole. 

•

•

•

•

W O R K P L A C E  D I S C R I M I N A T I O N
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S C H O O L  C R I M E

School crime occuring at a higher rate in the
Central Valley. 

Def in i t i on :
Crime tracked in public schools includes occurrences
on school property, on the school bus, on the way
directly to and from school, or at off-campus,
school-sponsored events, involving the following
offenses: 

Drug and alcohol offenses, including use of drugs
or alcohol, possession of drugs, alcohol or drug
paraphernalia, and the sale and/or furnishing of
drugs or alcohol;  

Property crimes, including arson, burglary, graffiti,
theft, and vandalism; 

Crimes against persons, including assault with a
deadly weapon, battery, homicide, robbery/extor-
tion, and sex offenses; and 

Possession of weapons, including but not limited to
possession of firearms, knives, and/or other
unspecified weapons. 

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Schools are a major public institution, democratizing
and integrating the population.  School quality is part
of the overall quality of life that business leaders assess
when making location and investment decisions.  
A safe environment is important for educational 
attainment, and in non-safe environments, parents seek
alternative schools, neighborhoods, or even cities.
Public confidence in schools translates to voter support
for bond issues and fiscal support for public schools.  

How  are  we  do ing?
Crime rates have long been associated with overall
economic well-being.  When poverty rates are high,
crime rates are generally high. 

The school crime rate in the Central Valley is higher
than it is throughout the state.  Since the 1997-98
school year, the region has also experienced sharper
increases than the state:

15.3% increase in the North Valley, 

10.0% increase in the San Joaquin Valley, and 

6.9% increase in the Sacramento Metropolitan Area. 

Specifically, the rate of crimes against persons and the
rate of offenses involving drugs and alcohol have
increased markedly between the 1997-98 and 1999-
2000 school years.

•

•

•
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H A T E  C R I M E

Greater reporting and continued tracking of hate
crimes is needed.

Def in i t i on :  
Hate crimes are criminal offenses motivated by 
bigotry or prejudice toward a group or class based
on race, religion, sexual orientation, disability, 
ethnicity, or national origin.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
Crimes motivated by bias can intimidate victims and
members of the victims’ communities and can leave
them feeling isolated, vulnerable, and unprotected.
Violent hate crimes can incite entire communities,
creating waves of retaliation and counterretaliation.
These divisions can weaken a community by limiting
the establishment of broad social networks.

How  are  we  do ing?   
Hate crimes are generally underreported for several
reasons:

• Fear of social, economic, or legal repercussions;

• Language barriers;

• Culturally based mistrust of law enforcement 
agencies;

• Lack of confidence that authorities will bring the 
perpetrators to justice.  

Hate crime statistics are not collected on a per-capita
basis because they are too few in number to assure
accuracy as a rate based on population.

Tracking hate crime is a relatively new practice, and
crimes that could be categorized as hate crimes are
frequently not designated as such. Only trends
occurring since 1996 (the first year data is available
for all Central Valley counties) are evaluated.  With
the strong fluctuations in data, the limited amount
of available data and the great amount of underre-
porting, analysis is problematic.  Relative numbers
across regions or communities can be affected by
cultural diversity, population density, effective
strength of law enforcement, and training in identifi-
cation of hate crimes by law enforcement (California
Department of Justice).
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Violent crime declining since 1995, relative 
advantage lost over the past decade.

Def in i t i on :  
Violent crime includes homicide, forcible
rape, robbery and aggravated assault.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
Crime clearly affects a community’s safety
and sense of security. Violent crime under-
mines a community’s quality of life by 
creating a climate of fear and mistrust.

How  are  we  do ing?  
Over the past decade, the Central Valley has
lost its relative standing as greater improve-
ments in the violent crime rate were seen in
other parts of the state.

Since 1995, the crime rates have fallen by
45% in the North Valley, by 29% in the
Sacramento Metropolitan region, and by
25% in the San Joaquin Valley.  California
overall has experienced a 36% decrease.

The violent crime rate in the San Joaquin
Valley is now greater than that of the state.
In 1997, the rate was approximately equal
to that of California, but by 1999, the San
Joaquin Valley had 96 more crimes per
100,000 persons than the state average.

Valley-wide, there were 44 more violent
crimes per 100,000 persons than in the
state as a whole in 1999.

V I O L E N T  C R I M E

•

•

•

•
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S U I C I D E

Central Valley suicide rates decreasing but remain
higher than the state.

Def in i t i on :  
Suicide is the act of deliberately taking one’s own life.  

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?   
Suicide is inextricably linked to depression.  The
number of suicides can be related to the sense of
social well-being in any area.  People who commit
suicide tend to be less connected to friends, and
community and religious organizations.  “The more
integrated we are with our community, the less likely
we are to experience colds, heart attacks, strokes,
cancer, depression, and premature death” (Putnam,
2000).

How  are  we  do ing?
The Central Valley’s rate of suicide dropped over the
past decade from 13.5 suicides per 100,000 people
in 1990 to 10.7 in 1998. 

Suicide rates increase with age and are highest
among Americans age 65 years and older (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention).  Small, 
dispersed populations in rural areas are often difficult
to support with adequate services. The high suicide
rate in the North Valley may be linked to population
age and  scarcity of mental health services.

•

•



There are many ways to participate in community life. Simply knowing a

neighbor is a start. The neighborhood is a basic unit of social support

that can open doors for other involvement.  In the Valley, 64% of 

residents say they are at least somewhat involved with neighbors and

neighborhood groups.  

• Reaching out beyond the neighborhood and branching into more formal venues of 

volunteerism and involvement, 58% of Central Valley Survey respondents stated that 

they are at least somewhat involved with volunteering and charity groups. Given the impor-

tant role that volunteers play in both formal institutions and organizations and less formal

efforts, there is always a need for more volunteers willing to give of their time and energy.  

• With the increase of families in which both parents work, the time available for communi-

ty involvement has decreased for many.  Time spent in long commutes to work can use time

that might otherwise be available for volunteering, helping neighbors, or spending with

family.  Fortunately, commute times in most areas of the Valley are lower than in many

other parts of California—and there are lots of opportunities to get involved.
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64% of Valley residents involved with neighbors or
neighborhood groups.

Def in i t i on :  
Neighborhood involvement can take many shapes—
from keeping an eye on the neighbors’ house while
they are out of town, to organizing a community
garden on a vacant lot. Every effort to make a neigh-
borhood a neat, safe, and friendly place goes a long
way toward building successful communities.
Neighborhood participation was measured in the
2001 Central Valley Survey.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
A neighborhood can be a support network for an
elderly resident or a starting point for heightened
community involvement.  Just by talking to neigh-
bors, residents are more likely to learn of important
decisions being made that affect their community.
They may be mobilized to participate at a height-
ened level. The neighborhood block party might just
become a meeting in support of a candidate for
council or a place to organize safe routes to school
for kids.  

Neighborhood efforts can reduce crime, drug, 
and gang activity, thereby improving and protecting
property values and attracting commercial invest-
ments.  There is evidence that participation 
may be correlated with quality of life.  Central 
Valley Survey respondents who reported being 
“very involved” with neighbors and neighborhood 
groups were much more likely to state that their
quality of life was “excellent” (34%) than those who
reported being “somewhat involved” (24%) or “not
involved” (22%).

How  are  we  do ing?
64% of the respondents in the 2001 Central Valley
Survey indicated that they are “very involved” (17%)
or “somewhat involved” (47%) with neighbors and
neighborhood groups. 

There was no noticeable difference between sub-
regions in the Valley.

Latino respondents were more likely than non-
Hispanic whites to report that they were “somewhat
involved” or “very involved” with neighbors and
neighborhood groups (69% to 63%).  

Involvement tended to increase with the length of
residence in the Central Valley.  

N E I G H B O R H O O D  I N V O L V E M E N T

•

•

•
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V O L U N T E E R  I N V O L V E M E N T

58% of Central Valley residents involved with 
volunteer and charity efforts.

Def in i t i on :  
Volunteer involvement includes uncompensated con-
tributions to community organizations and efforts.  

Volunteer centers are local nonprofit organizations
that serve as repositories of community information
and clearinghouses of volunteer resources. 

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
Volunteerism is a uniquely American phenomena
that has the capacity to bring people together
across economic, social, and cultural divides.  The
human capital exercised through volunteer efforts
is one of the greatest resources of any community.
Volunteerism can begin while young and continue
through all stages of life.  The 2001 Independent
Sector study of giving and volunteering in the
United States found that “Adults who became
involved with giving and volunteering in their
youth (before the age of 18) maintained that
involvement into adulthood (92%).”

How  are  we  do ing?
58% of respondents in the 2001 Central Valley
Survey reported being “somewhat” or “very”
involved in volunteering and charity groups. 

A Fall 2001 PPIC Survey indicated that 60% of
Central Valley residents have donated money or vol-
unteered time to charities in the weeks following the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.  This
response rate was two points higher than the
statewide results.

Eleven of the state’s 43 volunteer centers are in the
Central Valley. About 20% of the 650,000 volunteers
active in California volunteer centers are associated
with centers operating in the Central Valley. While
not everyone who volunteers does so through a vol-
unteer center, the community-level data gathered by
each center can provide valuable insight to the vol-
unteer assets being leveraged in each community
(Volunteer Centers of California). 

The Valley has a greater emphasis on senior 
programs and less focus on volunteerism through
corporate partners than the coastal communities of
the state.  The 2000 survey of volunteer centers
revealed four senior programs and two corporate
programs (Volunteer Centers of California).  

•

•

•

•
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T R A V E L  T I M E  T O  W O R K

Travel time to work equal to or lower than average
throughout most of the Central Valley.

Def in i t i on :
Travel time to work is the total number of minutes
that it takes a person to get from home to work.
The elapsed time includes time spent in transit, wait-
ing for public transportation, picking up passengers
in carpools, and in other activities related to getting
to work. The times are taken from U.S. Census
Supplementary Surveys made of 1,203 counties
nationwide.  (Data is not available for 1990 or for
every county in the region.)  

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
The journey to work is typically made via personal
auto.  Commuting alone in a car can absorb time
and personal energy that might otherwise be spent
engaging in activities such as coaching youth leagues
or volunteering with community organizations.  The
Census 2000 Supplementary Survey indicated that
statewide 73% of people drove alone to work.   In
the Valley, the counties sampled indicated that this
figure is even greater at 76%.  

Shorter commute times allow for more time at
home, stronger families, increased time for commu-
nity involvement, and possibly less work-related
stress.

How  are  we  do ing?
Average commute times throughout the region are
equal to or below the state average. 

The highest commute times in the region are in the
Northern San Joaquin Valley.  Stanislaus County
(26.7 minutes) matches the state average, followed
by San Joaquin County at 26.0 minutes. The average
rate masks long commutes for a small portion of the
population into the San Francisco Bay Area and
Silicon Valley.

Sacramento County (23.9 minutes) is below national
average (24.3 minutes).  No data is available for
Placer County.

Tulare County (19.9 minutes) has one of the lowest
averages found of California counties surveyed. 

•

•

•

•



From religious congregations in which individuals and families meet 

for worship to groups that form to practice ethnic folk dancing, clubs

and organizations play an important role in turning a collection of 

individuals into a community.

• On the whole, many service clubs are not growing at or near the rate of population

increase. However, each community has a variety of independent organizations, and this

report of regional data tells only part of the story.  Greater exploration of unique avenues

for local involvement will give a more accurate picture in each community.

• The Valley has a high number of churches and strong religious involvement, especially

among the large and growing Latino population.  Public charities, however, are fewer in

number, and they receive less funding per capita than those in other regions.  There is also

less funding going to arts, culture, and humanities organizations in the Valley.  However,

the Valley is rich with a wide range of cultural heritages celebrated by formally and informal-

ly organized groups that are best measured locally.

• It is particularly hard to assess the level of parental engagement in schools given that 

parent-teacher groups are not all affiliated with state or national associations. However,

California PTA data shows fewer members in the Valley and a lower number of members 

at the average school than other regions.  Strong schools supported by parents and the

community are essential in engaging youth and preparing them as participants in the

region’s future success.

C O M M U N I T Y O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

Norbert and Earnestine help the

Bakersield chapter of the League

of Women Voters encourage 

participation.  Club members

use the puppets in their role of

encouraging community and

voter participation. The club has

increased their membership in

recent years by serving as a

vehicle for active community 

discussions.
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S E R V I C E  C L U B S

Service club membership not reflecting population
growth.

Def in i t i on :
Service clubs are voluntary community organizations
that meet on a regular basis and incorporate some
form of community service in their program.  There
are a number of national and international groups
with local chapters throughout the region and many
local groups with no national affiliation.  The data
for this indicator is limited to groups with an 
overarching support structure that made membership
data readily available.  A number of organizations
contacted were unable to make data available.

Why  a re  they  impor tan t ?
Service clubs provide a vehicle for individual commu-
nity involvement and personal charitable contribu-
tions.  The networks provided by the clubs create a
support structure for residents including business
people, educators, and government officials.  They
help meet community needs and support additional
community participation activities such as local
sports leagues, charities, and festivals.  The clubs 
frequently provide scholarships for youth and many
operate programs through the schools, offering
youth development with a service orientation.
Harvard Professor Robert D. Putnam highlighted
the important role of the social networks created in 
service clubs in his book, Bowling Alone.  

How  are  we  do ing?
The service clubs for which data was available were
typically losing, rather than gaining, members in a
decade of strong population growth.

Of the three service clubs for which data was avail-
able, a loss of 1,400 members was identified over the
past decade.  This figure is not comprehensive, and
the data does not factor in the overall population
growth.  If membership was shown per population,
the downward trend would be steeper.

Rotary Clubs gained members in the North Valley.

Other organizations may be serving as receivers of
some of the lost membership.  As the region’s popu-
lation changes, service groups with a membership
base in one particular segment of the population,
such as Latino or Asian/Pacific Islander organiza-
tions may be forming or strengthening.  However,
specific data on membership race and ethnicity was
not available nor was data for independent local
groups.

Opportunities for existing service organizations include
creating bridges to other organizations and continuing
outreach efforts to attract members who reflect the
changing demographics of communities.

•

•

•

•

•



C
O

M
M

U
N

I
T

Y
 

O
R

G
A

N
I

Z
A

T
I

O
N

S

26

P T A  

PTA membership levels have dropped over the decade
in both the region and in the state.

Def in i t i on
Parent Teachers Associations (PTAs) are created
to “bring into closer relation the home and the
school, that parents and teachers may cooperate
intelligently in the education of children and
youth”  (California PTA Purpose Statement).
California PTA is a support organization serving
over a million members and over 3,900 school
units throughout the state.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Schools are often identified as a center of commu-
nity.  Not only do they connect the youth who
attend them, but they also form a hub for the
staff who work and teach at them and for the 
parents and families of students who attend them.
PTAs are frequently involved in supporting
school and after-school activities and are an
important part of a school’s presence as a 
community center.  Parent involvement correlates
closely to student achievement, though PTA
membership is not the only way for parents to get
involved. Formally organized PTAs are a way to
measure this form of community involvement and
association.

How  are  we  do ing?
Membership in PTAs has dropped in the Valley
over the past decade.  While this trend is occur-
ring throughout the state, the decrease has been
greater in the Valley.  The figures are not adjusted
to account for difference in school sizes or
population growth.  

As more families are supported by two working 
parents, there is less time available to engage in tradi-
tional community activities and organizations such as
PTAs.  Statewide, an estimated 64% of families with
children age 6-17 have both parents in the work-
force.  In Valley counties for which data is available,
it is slightly lower, closer to 60% (U.S. Census
Bureau).

•

•
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Def in i t i on :  
The League of Women Voters is a nonpartisan, 
nonprofit, membership-based organization that
encourages informed and active participation in 
government. Membership is open to male and
female citizens age 18 or above. 

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
The League of Women Voters provides services and
information to encourage the active citizen participa-
tion that is fundamental to the successful workings of
a democratic society.  

Interest in, and action through, organizations such as
the League of Women Voters is a sign of commit-
ment to encouraging knowledgeable and engaged
citizens. Additionally, this organizational participa-
tion increases social connections, fosters informed
citizenship, and provides service to the broader 
community.

How  are  we  do ing?
Membership trends vary among the 12 Central
Valley Leagues of Women Voters.  

The North San Joaquin Valley tracks most similar to
the state, with a slight decline in membership over
the past nine years.  

Perhaps the most striking change, however, is in the
South San Joaquin Valley.  The near doubling of
members in the Bakersfield chapter between 1991
and 2000 raised membership in the region, which
otherwise experienced membership declines.  The
chapter attributes the increase to the active role in
local land-use decisions played by the organization.

The Sacramento Metropolitan Area had a decline in
membership while the North Valley chapters showed
a slight but steady increase in membership.

L E A G U E  O F  W O M E N  V O T E R S
California membership has declined over the past decade with some members gained 
in the Central Valley.

•

•

•
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Def in i t i on :   
Religious congregations and organizations include all
groups that gather to worship in churches, temples,
synagogues, and mosques, as well as groups based in
faith that form to do charitable work or address 
specific issues.

Why  a re  they  impor tan t ?  
Individuals and families connected by values have
historically played an integral role in shaping and
supporting communities.  Faith networks today act
as sources of social and spiritual support, organizing
units for urban neighborhoods, service providers,
and are frequently some of the strongest institutions
serving rural residents.

According to the findings of the recent Social Capital
Community Benchmark Survey, “Even comparing
people of comparable education level, income, and
so on, religiously engaged people are more likely
than religiously disengaged people to be involved in
civic groups of all sorts, to vote, to be active in 
community affairs, to trust other people (from shop-
keepers to neighbors), to know the names of public
officials, to socialize with friends and neighbors, and
even simply to have a wider circle of friends.”
However, findings demonstrated that participating 
in religious communities is “more likely to ‘bond’
individuals with those like them than to ‘bridge’
them to those unlike them.”

How  are  we  do ing?
In the most extensive assessment of the number of
religious congregations and organizations ever made
in California, a greater number per 1,000 residents
were found in the Valley than throughout the state
(Institute of Nonprofit Organization Management). 

The North Valley had the greatest number of con-
gregations and organizations per 1,000 people.

Although more religious organizations were found in
the North Valley, the 2001 Central Valley Survey
revealed a greater level of religious involvement in
the San Joaquin Valley (64% compared to 56% in the
North Valley).

Latino respondents throughout the Valley are more
likely to be involved with a religious institution
(72%) than non-Hispanic respondents (56%).

*Note: The Central
Valley Survey was con-
ducted in English and
Spanish. The number
of responses from
other ethnic or racial
groups was not statisti-
cally significant for
accurate findings.

R E L I G I O U S  C O N G R E G A T I O N S  A N D  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S
More religious congregations and organizations per capita found in Valley. 
San Joaquin Valley and Latinos more involved.

•

•

•
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L I B R A R Y  C A R D  H O L D E R S

Lower rates of registered borrowers found in Valley
public libraries.

Def in i t i on :
The rate of registered borrowers is the number of
people registered with the library for circulation and
other services as a percentage of the population.
The data is collected by all public libraries in
California and reported to the California State
Library.    

Why  a re  they  impor tan t ?
A community’s public library serves as an important
space that brings together individuals from a variety
of backgrounds, ages, and education levels.  Libraries
serve as sources of information, resources for educa-
tional materials, and gathering spaces for public
meetings.  In addition to circulating books, the
library is also increasingly becoming a point of entry
to the World Wide Web for individuals who may not
otherwise have access.

Note:  The temporary dip experienced in the Sacramento Metropolitan Area was par-
tially caused by a standard periodic purge of inactive memberships that occurred
in the Sacramento and Roseville libraries.

How  are  we  do ing?
Throughout the Valley, the rate of registered bor-
rowers is lower than the California rate.  While track-
ing between 50% and 55% statewide, the Central
Valley rate remains closer to 40%.

A sub-regional study reveals the highest Valley rate in
the Sacramento Metropolitan Area (48.3% in fiscal
year 1999-2000) and lower rates in the San Joaquin
Valley (33.2%) and the North Valley (35.2%).  The
California rate in the same year was 54.8%.

Lower use in the North Valley may reflect the more
rural nature of the area and the travel distance
required to use libraries.

•

•

•
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P U B L I C  C H A R I T I E S

20% fewer public charities and less public funding,
despite growth in Central Valley non-profit sector.

Def in i t i on :  
Public charities are those organizations having
501(c)(3) status receiving significant public support.
Public support includes gifts, grants, and contribu-
tions from government and private sources. This
report is limited to organizations that both reported
to the IRS by filing Form 990 and were required to
do so. Organizations not required to report to the
IRS include religious congregations and organiza-
tions with less than $25,000 in gross receipts. Private
foundations, most of which give grants to public
charities, are excluded from this analysis.

Why  i t  i s  impor tan t :  
The non-profit organizations included in the listing
of public charities play an important role in meeting
community needs and providing services not offered
by government.  Organizations such as homeless
shelters and wildlife care facilities and charitable
efforts such as Toys for Tots respond to a need and
provide means for citizens to be involved in social,
political, environmental, or scientific matters within
their communities.  Involvement in these organiza-
tions can serve as a measure of community vitality,
and public charities can be most effective if they are
fiscally healthy and have strong public funding. 

How  we  a re  do ing :  
The Central Valley has about 20% fewer public 
charities per capita than are found in California 
as a whole. 

The number of public charities is highest in the
Sacramento Metropolitan Area, which has 95 public
charities per 100,000 people, 13% higher than the
state average.  This may reflect the presence of
organizations headquartered in Sacramento, the state
capital, that serve the entire state. 

Since 1996, the number of public charities per
100,000 people has increased throughout the North
Valley (by 19%), the Sacramento Metropolitan Area
(17%), and the San Joaquin Valley (11%).

Financial support of public charities is not as great in
the Central Valley as it is in California.  Even the
Sacramento Metropolitan Area, which has the high-
est level of financial support in the Central Valley,
received only 67% as much per-capita funding as the
state average in 1999.  

The rest of the Central Valley received less than half
as much per capita funding as organizations
statewide during this same period of time. 

•

•

•
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Central Valley arts support trails the other regions.

Def in i t i on :    
Public financial support of arts, culture, and humani-
ties organizations includes gifts, grants, and contri-
butions from both public and private sources.  This
data is limited to funds contributed to registered
501(c)3 organizations with gross receipts of over
$25,000 and required to file Form 990 with the
Internal Revenue Service.  In this measure, the pub-
lic support for the arts, culture, and humanities
organizations is given as a percentage of funding for
all public charities.

Why  a re  they  impor tan t ?  
The arts offer a unique means of connecting people
across cultures, ages, and class.  They can nurture
the strengthening of friendships, help communities
to understand and celebrate their heritage, and 
provide a safe way to discuss and solve difficult 
social problems.  The arts provide a powerful way to
express emotions and transcend the cultural and
demographic boundaries that divide us.  

Children who participate in arts education in school
have been found to perform better in other areas.  
A UCLA study found that students with “high arts
involvement”—that is, those who took at least two
arts classes per week and participated in extracurricu-
lar arts—performed far better on standardized tests
than students with “low arts involvement.” 

How  are  we  do ing?  
The ratio of formal public giving to Central Valley
arts, culture, and humanities organizations as a por-
tion of funding for all of the region’s public charities
is less than half that of the other major regions in
California.

This data, however, is limited.  The official, measura-
ble funding level is less in the Valley; however, it
does not indicate that these subject areas are not
important—there are many other forms of support
for arts, cultural, and humanities organizations.  Rich
ethnic and cultural heritages celebrated by immigrant
groups are supported and given vitality by multigen-
erational engagement.  Simply dancing traditional
Folkloric dances, sharing the music of Hmong elders
with younger generations, reading works of Valley
poets and authors, or sharing oral histories work to
bridge cultures without a great deal of funding.
Many of these groups and gatherings are organized
informally without an incorporated status or tax-
exemption.

A R T S , C U LT U R A L , A N D  H U M A N I T I E S  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

•

•



The data most available to assess the degree to which youth are engaged are 

unfortunately negative measures: dropout rates, births to teens, and juvenile crime.

Private organizations supporting positive activities for youth do not always have the

additional capacity to measure membership and are not always willing to make data

available.  Positive opportunities for youth need not be formal organizations.  The

impact of an adult willing to support a young person’s development can change the

trajectory of his or her life.

• There are a great number of youth in the Valley in need of additional support and positive experiences.   

The region’s teenage girls are having children at a rate three points higher than those in the nine-county

San Francisco Bay Area.  Similarly, more young people are dropping out of school in the Valley and the

juvenile misdemeanor and felony rates are higher in the Valley than in California’s other major regions.

• Communities are responding to these indications of negative youth outcomes in a variety of ways and

organizations engaging youth in athletics, additional educational experiences, and arts and cultural events

are always in need of additional adult allies for youth. 

• Two youth groups serving young people and their development made data accessible for this report.

Both—4-H and Future Farmers of America—focus on youth development and are involved with 

agricultural education.  They are serving an increasingly diverse population with mixed results.  However,

recognizing the changing need, they are using innovative approaches and developing new models to serve 

a growing population with changing needs. 

Y O U T H E N G A G E M E N T
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High percentage of teenagers in the San Joaquin
Valley having children, rate declining.

Def in i t i on :
The births-to-teens figure is the ratio of live births to
mothers age 15-19 as a percentage of the population
of females age 15-19.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Teen pregnancy has been shown to have significant
long-standing personal, educational, economic, and
social implications. Teen mothers are more often at
high risk for medical complications associated with
lifestyle, age, and limited prenatal care.  

According to the California Wellness Foundation,
California spends about $6 billion each year on fami-
lies started by teen parents.  About 80% of teen
mothers do not finish high school, leaving them at
risk of becoming long-term welfare recipients.
Communities with low teen birthrates have been
found to be more likely to have strong social net-
works, institutional collaboratives, and service agen-
cies whose staff reside within the community.

How  we  a re  do ing?
The births-to-teens rate in the Central Valley (6.8%)
is significantly higher than in the San Francisco Bay
Area (3.4%), the Los Angeles Area (5.2%), San
Diego Area (4.5%), or in California (5.0%).

The San Joaquin Valley rate of births to teens (8% in
1999) is the highest in the region, tracking about
40% above the statewide rate.

Strong and consistent progress has been made
throughout the Valley and the state since the rate
peak in the early 1990s.

B I R T H S  T O  T E E N S
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H I G H  S C H O O L  D R O P O U T S

Consistent reductions in high school dropout rates in North
Valley and San Joaquin Valley, region trails state.

Def in i t i on :   
A high school dropout is defined as a person under
the age of 21 who was formally enrolled in grades 7,
8, 9, 10, 11, or 12; has left school for 45 consecutive
days and has not enrolled in another school or edu-
cational program; has not re-enrolled in the school;
and has not received a high school diploma or its
equivalent.  This includes students who have moved
out of the district and are not known to be in an
educational program leading toward a high school
diploma or its equivalent.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Technological advances in the workplace make high
school graduation a minimum requirement for entry
into the labor force. Meeting high school and 
college requirements for technical training increases
chances of economic success.  The likelihood of step-
ping into poverty is about three times higher for
high school dropouts than for those who finish high
school (1999 Kids Count Online).

The State of California requires civics or government
classes in the 12th grade.  Leaving school before
learning the basic workings of government renders
young residents ill-prepared to pursue the role of 
citizen. Citizens with less education vote less.
Nationally, in the 1998 congressional elections, 
high school dropouts age 25-44 were 52 percent less
likely to vote than high school graduates (National
Center for Education Statistics).

How  are  we  do ing?  
Dropout rates have improved in the Valley over the
past decade.  

Despite a downward trend, however, the rates have
remained above the state level in recent years. 

In the 1999-2000 school year, the Central Valley had
a higher dropout rate (3.3%) than the San Francisco
Bay Area (2.0%), the Los Angeles Area (3.0%), and
the San Diego Area (2.2%).  This may reflect socio-
economic differences across California’s regions.
Young adults in families with high incomes are the
least likely to drop out of high school.  Teen mothers
with infants are very likely to drop out.

The North Valley and the San Joaquin Valley demon-
strated the most consistent improvement in dropout
rates over the past seven years.  In 1999 the rates of
2.9% and 3.3%, respectively, represent a decline of
37% for the North Valley and 45% for the San
Joaquin Valley.  The dropout rate in California over-
all dropped 46% during the same period.
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J U V E N I L E  A R R E S T S

Juvenile arrest rates in the Central Valley exceed the
California average. 

Def in i t i on :  
A juvenile misdemeanor crime is one that would be
punishable by a sentence of up to one year in a
county jail if committed by an adult. A juvenile
felony crime is one that would be punishable by
incarceration in a state prison or death if committed
by an adult.  This indicator measures arrests of juve-
niles (10-17 years) per 1,000 juveniles in 1999.  It is
important to note that an arrest is not a conviction.

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?
Youth crime imposes a cost, in terms of the direct
effects of crime, the cost of incarceration, and the
indirect cost of underdeveloped human resources.
Youth arrested for felony crimes are exhibiting self-
destructive, anti-social, or violent behavior.  Without
effective intervention, the actions of those who com-
mit misdemeanor crimes may escalate into felony-
level crimes.  Actions taken as a youth can limit citi-
zenship privileges as an adult.

How  are  we  do ing?
The Central Valley has a higher rate of both juvenile
felony and misdemeanor arrests than other regions in
California.

The higher volume of juvenile misdemeanor arrests
occurs in the San Joaquin Valley and the North
Valley.

Note: The Kings County District Attorney’s office attributes the elevated misdemeanor
arrest rate in Kings County to both increased gang activity and the County’s tough
stance on crime.  Habitual offenders (primarily members of gangs) are arrested on petty
misdemeanors and sent to juvenile hall.  Many are released early due to overcrowded
conditions, only to re-offend upon their release. 

•
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Y O U T H  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  

Agriculturally-based youth programs achieving
mixed results.

Def in i t i on :  
Future Farmers of America (FFA) works to develop
the potential for leadership and personal growth in
young people through agricultural education.  In
California, students age 12-21 who participate in
agricultural classes are automatically enrolled in FFA.
4-H is an organization for youth age 5-19 that pro-
motes hands-on learning and is supported by parent
and volunteer participation. 

Why  i s  i t  impor tan t ?  
FFA and 4-H provide important venues for young
people to engage in networks similar to the profes-
sional and community networks they will have an
opportunity to take part in as adults.  Because of the
agricultural focus, enrollment levels may also serve as
a leading indicator of interest in agriculture as 
providing a structure of community networks and 
supporting the regional economy.  Involving all 
segments of young people ensures that community
values are shared across ethnic and cultural lines and
will increase the strength of community in the
future.   

How  are  we  do ing?
FFA membership has outpaced population growth,
with 10-year growth rates of 57% in the San Joaquin
District, 53% in the Central District, and 32% in the

Superior District, which includes the North Valley.
In comparison, the youth populations of the respec-
tive regions grew approximately 33%, 27%, and 15%
during the same period. The San Joaquin Region is
the most diverse region of the state, with 51.6% of
the participants being from minority groups.

4-H Club membership has declined over the past
decade. During this period, the participation of
Latino and Asian American populations in 4-H
Clubs has decreased.  According to the organization,
one cause of this is the presence of immediate needs
in poor communities (which are frequently high-
minority) that prevent participation on the part of an
individual or family in programs such as this.  Other
methods for service delivery such as school curricu-
lum development and after-school programs have
been developed to reach a greater and wider group
of youth who may not be able to join the clubs.

4-H initiatives in the Central Valley include a focus
on citizenship, community service, teen pregnancy in
the Latina population, and club involvement in low
income schools and Boys and Girls Clubs.

•

•
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WH Y M E A S U R E A R E G I O N ’ S C I V I C A N D S O C I A L H E A LT H?

Clearly, such a project has merit in and of its own right. Our quality of life is

often determined by the possibility of career-advancing employment, the 

relative ease of commuting from home to work, and the beauty of the local

environment.  But it is also deeply influenced by the dozens of interactions

with others in our everyday living:  how kind, how close, and how accepting

our neighbors are helps set our own comfort level in the broader world.

The quantity and quality of those relationships
matters for more practical reasons as well.
Neighborhoods that work are often character-
ized by an abundance of the shopkeepers, reli-
gious leaders, and community activists that make
good things happen.  A stoplight is needed to
make a child’s walk to school safer; leadership
comes together to lobby city authorities to make
the appropriate investment.  A fire destroys a
block of homes; collections are taken to help
families make it through the immediate after-
math.  A hate crime occurs against a storeowner
and his property; neighbors comfort the victim’s
wife and plead for a new spirit of inclusion.

To measure the strength of a community by only
its economic level could miss all this, ranking
those living in splendid but wealthy isolation

above those whose friendships and kinships con-
stantly enrich community life and allow for posi-
tive action. Failing to account for such relation-
ships would underestimate the true value of the
assets that a community enjoys.

But why consider this “social capital” at a
regional level?  And even if this case can be
made, how does one construct indicators that
are meaningful guides to the future?

Recent studies have been forced to take up
these questions for several reasons.  The first is
simply the emerging importance of the region as
perhaps the central location for business activity
in the new economy.

This emergence has been somewhat paradoxical.
Many analysts expected that globalization would
reduce the importance of the nation-state and
leave a highly polar set of relevant geographies in
its place: on the one hand, the lonely individual
in an anonymous market-place, and on the
other, financial investments streaming from Paris
to Tokyo to New York, with neither time zones
nor political boundaries serving as barriers.

Failing to account for relationships

would underestimate the true value of

the assets that a community enjoys.



Instead, what we have seen is a “regionalization”
of the world economy, with metropolitan areas –
the Silicon Valley, the industrial works around
Monterey, Mexico, the manufacturing complexes
dotting northern Italy – seeming to lead the way.
The pattern is similar in the United States:
while America’s regions used to grow in relative
lockstep, performance is now more heteroge-
neous, with each metro area going its own dis-
tinctive way and speed.  This is particularly true
in California where state-level averages have
often obscured the fact that the now-receding
economic boom graced some places like the Bay
Area while leaving others, like the San Joaquin
Valley and Los Angeles, barely ahead of where
they were a decade ago.

Why would such regional thinking and its
attendant concerns about regional economic per-
formance drive us to consider civic and social
health? 

First, it is exactly those regions that are rich in
relationships that do well.  In the old economy,
the model business was a vertically integrated
giant firm, a sort of silo in the market landscape.
In the new economy, success depends on being
near the other firms who are your suppliers, pur-
chasers, and even competitors – that is, existing
in a social network or “cluster” of businesses
that shares information and helps technological
innovations diffuse quickly.  Difficult to measure,
but easy to spot, it is why companies have been
willing to take on the nation’s highest costs for
labor and land to be in the hothouse of the
Silicon Valley.

Second, if regions are the central unit in the
economy, a serious problem arises:  the political
geography does not match the economic geogra-
phy.  State governments are too large, local gov-
ernments are fragmented by function and size,
and regional planning agencies often lack teeth.
While some have argued for new metropolitan
agencies, the era of expansive government seems
at an end.  This leaves us with a quandary:  who
will lead?

As it turns out, the answer, particularly in
California, is an ambitious range of public-pri-
vate partnerships.  Often enjoying little more
than the power of persuasion, these “civic entre-
preneur” efforts have moved municipalities,
firms, and community-based organizations in
South Los Angeles to work together on revitaliz-
ing brownfields, encouraged San Diego authori-
ties to coordinate health and infrastructure
efforts with Tijuana even as the region pursues
transit-oriented housing for its own citizens, and
helped business and environmentalists move past
old conflicts and join forces for quality develop-
ment in the Sierras. All these accomplishments –

as well as the very experience of working togeth-
er – contribute to the building of civic life but
they are also predicated on a base of civic and
social health that creates the initial base for trust
and collaboration.

The third reason for considering social and
civic health is more focused on one of its 
aspects – not simply how deep our social 
networks are but also how broad and inclusive
they may be.

It is a common myth that inequality may be
essential for economic growth.  The logic is
seemingly impeccable:  lower wages will attract
business while fatter paychecks at the top will
allow for increased savings and investment.  But
if wages were the only concern, it would be the
Great Valley and not the Bay Area attracting 
significant business start-ups

In fact, equity may be good for your economic
health.  In a study of seventy-four U.S. regions

As it turns out, the answer, 

particularly in California, 

is an ambitious range of 

public-private partnerships.



recently published in Regions That Work, several
co-authors and I found that those metropolitan
areas that started from a basis of relative equality
actually had faster increases in per capita income.
The reasons:  more equal regions were more
likely to muster the political will to reduce
poverty and its related problems as well as to
invest in a broad-based education system, all
strategies that build the human capital needed
for economic success.  Such regions were also
more likely to arrive at a consensus about
regional economic policies, mostly because of a
sense that everyone might actually win from
such agreement.  In short, doing good and
doing well can go hand in hand.

Improving and expanding social networks can
also have direct effects on the lives of the poor.
Economists refer to both “bonding” and “bridg-
ing” social networks:  the former are relation-
ships with people more or less like us, and the
latter are those ties across race, geography, and
occupation that help to expand our horizons.  
In one study of low-income workers in Los
Angeles County, we found that limited social
networks imposed a nearly fifteen percent “tax”
on wages:  because poor workers knew mostly
other poor workers, they were out of the infor-
mation flows needed to secure good, higher-
wage employment (even when controlling for
their levels of education, ethnicity, immigration
status, and other variables).  Social capital, it
seems, matters greatly.

While civic and social health may be important,
measuring their levels is not as straightforward as
calculating demographic change or the economic
mix between service and industry.  Debates
between experts rage and national comparative
studies have yet to standardize their approaches.
Still, the mix of variables and data sources in this
study is consistent with the best being developed
in other regional efforts and it offers a key base-
line and prism on the current state of affairs.

The results are, frankly, a bit worrisome.  Signals
of youth alienation, such as dropout rates, school

crime, juvenile arrests, and births to teens, are
too high.  Measures of civic participation, such
as the census response, voting rates, and support
for the arts are too low.  The percent of Central
Valley residents who are online, a key way to
build community and encourage involvement in
an area marked by vast distances between cities,
is much lower than in the rest of the state.

The physical distance is often matched by social
distance.  The Anglo-Latino divide in terms of

digital access is much greater than in the rest of
California.  Income measures collected by the
U.S. Census show the Valley’s gap between rich
and poor, Anglo and minority, outpacing that in
most other parts of the state.  And unless we act,
educational disparities suggest little prospect that
these gaps will close in the immediate future.

There are positive signs, many of them coming
from this study.  Religious involvement is high,
particularly for the Latino population, and a 
significant proportion of residents reported that
they are involved in neighborhood groups.  The
growing Latino population is seeing its represen-
tation increase in the ranks of political and 
community leaders, and Asian immigrants seem
poised to follow suit. And while difficult to 
capture in numbers, those familiar with the area
know that there is a broad awakening of new
civic institutions and organizations, of which the
Great Valley Center is only one.

Yet the overall picture is of a fabric with the larg-
er outcomes observed in the available economic
data:  a region whose income is lower and whose
racial and class divisions are unfortunately more
stark. Clearly, there is much that can and should

Improving and expanding 

social networks can also have 

direct effects on the 

lives of the poor.



including mixed land use, front porches, and
pedestrian access, that seek to recreate the once-
felt closeness of small-town America.  It has fed
a striking resurgence of faith-based efforts to
improve outcomes on poverty, health, and 

community-building.  And it has challenged
public-private partnerships to pursue and 
establish a new sense of the common good at 
a regional level.

These indicators are one way of recording our
efforts as we search for this new common good.
They are the beginnings of a conversation as we
hope to create a society that can match the
majesty of the natural environment with which
those in the Valley have been blessed. And they
will be the markers of success as we move for-
ward to a better future for all Californians.

be done, and generating the indicators that can
mark progress is an important step.

The rationale for making progress is, as we have
noted, rooted in our new realities.  A vibrant
local economy requires broad leadership and
wide-spread participation.  The balancing act
between the environment and the economy will
remain just an act unless there is a new coordina-
tion between cities struggling with fiscal needs
and the desires to protect agriculture and open
space. Civic engagement at the regional level –
that is, bringing together disparate actors,
including municipalities, business leaders, and
community representatives, for conversation and
action – is the sine qua non for making decisions
that will stick over time.  

But aside from the pragmatism lies a deeper truth:
civic and social health matters all on its own.  

In the months since the September 11 attacks on
New York and Washington, we have seen an
extraordinary and perhaps unexpected outpour-
ing of good will.  Many have reached out to
honor new heroes, contribute to the civic organ-
izations providing relief, and rekindle old friend-
ships once set aside for reasons of time or incon-
venience.  With the fragility and speed of mod-
ern society thoroughly exposed, we have recog-
nized the importance of our own social ties and
understood that what cannot be easily measured
may, in fact, hold the most value.

This is not merely a single moment.  The same
impulse has driven new architectural designs,

With the fragility and 

speed of modern society 

thoroughly exposed we 

have recognized the importance 

of our own social ties and 

understood that what cannot 

be easily measured may, in fact, 

hold the most value.
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