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POWER AND LAND IN CALIFORNIA
Background of the Report

Control of land means power; power over the physical environment,
the economy, and ultimately, the political process. In California, land
ownership has become increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few
interests with no accountability to the public whose welfare they so
vitally affect. This unresponsible use of power today manifests itself in the
accelerating destruction of the natural resources on which we all depend
and in enormous economic and social dislocations. While land use is too
vast a topic for us to treat in depth, a broad survey of the subject shows
distinctive patterns of power and the abuse of power which narrower
studies might miss.

The study began with the question and assumption that characterise
Nader investigations.

The question: “Who gets what, at whose expense, and how?”

The assumption: The answer lies not so much in the hubbub of
electoral politics, as in the intricacies of economics, finance, taxation,
accounting, and corporate law; and in the hidden workings of government
bureaucracy.

This question and assumption in mind, the Taskforce conducted
research in traditional fashion, combing through files, reading reports, and
interviewing informed individuals and government officials.

Most of the Taskforce of 26, including Director and Editor Robert
Fellmeth, are native Californians. Sixteen have law degrees, and four are
Ph.D. candidates in economics, city planning, and biology.

The study cost $18,000, paid partly by the Center for the Study
of Responsive Law in Washington D.C., and partly by grants from the
Sierra Club and the Abelard Foundation.

With the exception of some updated material, all the statements in
this summary are fully documented in the report. We intend this summary
to acquaint you not so much with the content of the report as with its
implications for all of us as citizens of California.



I. WHO OWNS THE LAND IN CALIFORNIA?

Why we should know who owns the land. California has 100,185,000
acres; 48,969,000 are public, held by Federal, State and local government.
51,216,000 are private. The public has a right to know who landowners
are as a first step to ensuring they make responsible use of their power.

The possible abuse of market power is one reason why we should know
who owns the land. Ownership of only a few thousand acres of a crop
produced in limited quantity might mean control over the price and mar-
keting of the crop. Or, control of large acreage of a crop like lumber
might mean control over a whole regional economy.

The public regulates utilities like water, gas, telephone, power and
railroad companies to keep them from using their natural monopoly to
gouge their customers. Public regulators must know utility company land
holdings since returns from utility company land investments, rent, and
taxes paid, go into setting rates. Likewise, utility companies’ power of
eminent domain requires the public to know whether they need the land
they propose to take. The largest landowner in the state is a utility,
Southern Pacific Railroad, with better than 2 million acres—4.7% of the
private land in California. Considering that Southern Pacific has clearly
violated the terms of its original land grant, which put strict limitations
on the use of the land and required the construction of track which in
some cases SP never built, SP may even hold much of that land illegally.

Specific laws prohibit land speculation and limit other land holdings
by banks, savings and loan companies, and insurance companies. Hence,
proper regulation requires knowledge of the land holdings of these
financial institutions and their subsidiaries.

Regulation of logging, grazing and mining practices, which can cause
serious and widespread environmental damage, requires at least public
knowledge of those regulated. Similarly, there can be no meaningful land
use planning without knowledge of land ownership. The public also has a
right to know which landowners will be enriched by public works projects,
in order to prevent such owners from making windfall profits at public
expense, for example, by manipulating the zoning of their land.

Fair property taxation requires public knowledge of the size, value
and ownership of land. And finally, the public must know which land-
owners have received tax reductions under the Williamson Act, or Federal
price support payments, or water from Federal and State water projects,
to ensure that the beneficiaries live up to the conditions attached to
these public subsidies.

Who does not know who owns the land. Most of the relevant State and
Federal Agencies we approached do not collect land ownership information
even though they cannot possibly perform their duties without it. For
example, despite a pledge by Governor Brown, while promoting the State
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Water project, that landowners would be charged for any subsidy conferred on
more than 160 acres of their land, the Department of Water Resources has
refused to collect figures on land ownership in the areas served by the Project.

Those few who did have the information generally would not release it.
For example, the USDA would not reveal acreage figures for subsidy recipients
on the grounds the information constituted a ‘““trade secret”. When we wrote
the 58 county assessors in the State, requesting names and acreage of the top
twenty landholders and top ten property tax payers, 18 replied, only seven
with the information.

Our attempts to get the information directly by sending questionnaires
with self-addressed, stamped envelopes to known large landowners proved no
more successful. Most who bothered to respond termed the information “con-
fidential”.

Ultimately, we pieced together our information from a multiplicity of
sources: popular and trade press, financial directories, county atlasses, survey
reports, and personal compilations by a variety of individuals. Following is
our list of the top 25 landowners statewide.

STATEWIDE OWNERSHIP — THE TOP TWENTY-FIVE
Total State Private Land Acreage = 51,419,000

Name Acreage Private Cumulative %
Southern Pacific Co. 2,411,000 4.7
Shasta Forest Co. 479,196 5.6
Tenneco, Inc. 362,843 6.3
Tejon Ranch Co. 348,000 7.0
Standard Oil of California 306,000 7.6
Boise Cascade Corp. 303,000 8.2
Georgia Pacific Corp. 278,000

Pacific Gas & Electric 250,000

Occidental Petroieum Co. 200,000

Sunkist Corp. 192,000

The Pacific Lumber Co. 171,062

Fibreboard Corp. 155,000

Newhall Land and Farming Co. 152,000

American Forest Products Corp. 150,000

The Times-Mirror 145,000*

Penn Central Co. 120,000

Hammond Lumber Co. 119,840

Kaiser Industries 111,000

Masonite Corp. 110,000

J. G. Boswell 108,000

International Paper Co. 103,547

Diamond International Corp. 100,000

Vail 98,000

Miller & Lux, Inc. 93,058

Irvine Ranch Co. ' 91,600 13.5

*some through partial interest and repeated elsewhere

Note: The State Board of Equalization reported in 1972 that Newhall Land and Farming
Co. owns at least 1,495,632 acres.
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These figures surely understate the degree of concentration, both
because our information is incomplete, and because concentration is more
significant in relation to land type or region. For example, between a
fourth and a third of California’s cropland production now comes from
6 million acres held by 1,673 corporate farms, 2.9% of California’s
estimated 57,000 commercial farms. 45 corporations own 61% of this land.
Twenty corporations own 43% of the State’s private timber land. Concen-
tration is greater within counties than for the whole state; of the seven
counties for which we obtained the information, the top twenty owners,
mostly corporate, held from 15 to 50% of the private land.

The concentration of land ownership has increased markedly over the
years. Average farm size has increased from 224 acres in 1930 to 627 acres
in 1969. In the county of Modoc, for example, while the top 18 owners
held 31% of the private land in 1958, in 1970 they held 38.3%.

The unwillingness of public regulatory agencies to collect even ele-
mentary data on land ownership, and the obstacles facing members of the
public who try to obtain the information, amply testify to the power of
the land interests. The longer Californians ignore this power, the slighter
becomes the chance of ever subordinating it to the public interest.

Il. CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE

Despite the extraordinary richness of California agriculture, this state
more than most states has seen the rapid concentration of farm ownership
in the hands of very large growers, the corresponding flight of small
farmers from the land and the impoverishment of farmworkers.

We started our study of agriculture with the basic question: Is the
small to medium sized ‘“family farmer” really inefficient to the point of
being obsolete, making conglomerate farms the wave of the future? Or do
giant agribusiness concerns in fact have a number of unfair advantages of
political origin?

Efficiency. While the days of “forty acres and a mule” may have
passed, USDA and university studies still show that efficiency does not
require huge acreage,—particularly in California with its many high value
crops. For example, a farmer will get all economies of scale in machinery on
640 acres of an irrigated cash crop like cotton, or on around 100 acres for
many fruits. Very big farms may even be less efficient due to the large
numbers of workers and layers of administrators they must have, although
such farms still do have an advantage in bulk discounts on purchases of
such inputs as fertilizers, and in marketing. But in any case, cooperatives
can help small farmers overcome these kinds of disadvantages.

Rather, the small to medium farmer suffers from disadvantages vis a
vis the large corporate farm which to a great extent result from public
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