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Introduction 

In 2016, Sonoma and Mendocino Counties formed the Sonoma-Mendocino Economic Development District (SMEDD). Following guidelines from the United States Economic 
Development Administration (EDA), this partnership created a multi-year Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS). By forming the SMEDD and developing a 
CEDS according to EDA guidelines, Sonoma and Mendocino are now eligible for certain programs and resources offered by the Federal government. This collaborative effort 
was an important step in strategizing for Sonoma County’s future. 

Following completion of the 2016 Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS, the Sonoma County Economic Development Board (EDB) identified a need for a Sonoma County-specific Action 
Plan. This Action Plan will provide a foundation for making decisions related to economic development in Sonoma County. In partnership with the Sonoma County Workforce 
Investment Board and Santa Rosa Junior College, the EDB issued a request for proposal for assistance with the strategy. Through a national search and competitive bidding 
process, the EDB selected Austin, Texas-based Avalanche Consulting to assist in developing this Action Plan, titled Strategic Sonoma. 

Strategic Sonoma will build on the 2016 Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS and expand the analysis of Sonoma County’s specific competitive position; assess the economic 
development issues most relevant to Sonoma County and prioritize needs and new opportunities; evaluate business clusters of opportunity that best match Sonoma County’s 
assets, values, and goals; and create a five-year collaborative Action Plan tailored specifically to Sonoma County 

Developing Strategic Sonoma is occurring in four phases with a series of deliverables, of which this report is the first: 

Phase 1 – Refine and Expand the CEDS and Prioritize Economic Development Issues 
During this phase, Avalanche Consulting and the EDB engaged with stakeholders throughout Sonoma County to hear their stories, conducted an extensive data and 
benchmarking analysis, examined national and international trends to monitor, refined the 2016 CEDS SWOT analysis, and developed a prioritized list of strategic issues 
facing Sonoma County. The results of this phase are presented in this report. Deliverable – Competitive Assessment Report 

Phase 2 – Evaluate Clusters of Opportunity 
In Phase 2, Avalanche will present a more detailed Sonoma County industry cluster analysis, recommend target clusters of opportunity for local economic and workforce 
development, present profiles of these clusters that include their business, workforce, and other needs; and offer an inventory of supportive resources. Deliverable – 
Target Cluster Report 

Phase 3 – Develop Strategic Sonoma Action Plan 
The final phase of Strategic Sonoma will be creating an actionable plan to address strategic priorities. The Action Plan will include a vision statement, strategic goals, 
and specific recommendations for Sonoma County economic development partners – both public and private. The Action Plan will include implementation tables with 
timeframes, lead and partner organizations, and metrics to track progress and provide accountability. Deliverable – Strategic Action Plan 

Note, Strategic Sonoma began in June 2017, and midway through Phase 1, the October fires hit. Recognizing the importance of focusing on the immediate needs of county 
residents and businesses, the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors extended the contract with Avalanche Consulting to assist in developing an Economic Recovery Plan. Focused 
on the first 12 months after the fires, this Economic Recovery Plan should be viewed as the first year of Strategic Sonoma. Recommendations in the Plan will be seamlessly 
integrated into the longer-range, five-year Strategic Sonoma Action Plan. 
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Inclusive Economic Development 

Economic development activities in a community are intended to serve the needs of local residents and businesses. To achieve this goal, the strategic planning process must be 
inclusive and directly listen to the stories of as diverse a group of stakeholders as possible. These Sonoma County voices will play a critical role in identifying their needs and 
the creative solutions to meet those needs. 

Inclusive Economic Development was a primary theme of the 2016 Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS, and Strategic Sonoma has worked towards inclusion from initiation. Avalanche 
Consulting and the Sonoma County EDB engaged residents and businesses through a variety of avenues – workshops, focus groups, tours, in-person and telephone interviews, 
surveys, and conversations in every district of Sonoma County. Throughout this process, the team strove to include a broad diversity of perspective. The strategic planning team 
could not reach every individual in the county, but Strategic Sonoma emphasizes the importance of inclusion and the ongoing need to listen to local voices throughout 
implementation and everyday activities. 

Through the planning process, the consulting team spoke directly to nearly 200 individuals representing more than 140 organizations from across the county, including: 

• Access Sonoma Broadband • Habitat for Humanity • Sonoma Brands 
• Amy’s Kitchen • Healdsburg Chamber • Sonoma Clean Power 
• Boys & Girls Clubs of Central Sonoma County • Healthcare Foundation • Sonoma County Alliance 
• Burbank Housing • Hispanic Chamber of Commerce • Sonoma County Office of Education 
• Camelbak • John Jordan Foundation • Sonoma County Transportation Authority 
• Carograph Wines • Kaiser Permanente • Sonoma County Water Agency 
• Charles Schulz Airport • Keysight Technologies • Sonoma County Wine Growers 
• City of Cloverdale • La Luz Center • Sonoma County Workforce Investment Board 
• City of Petaluma • Labcon • Sonoma Land Trust 
• City of Santa Rosa • North Bay Leadership Council • Sonoma State University 
• Community Action Partnership • North Coast Builders Exchange • Sonoma Valley Chamber 
• Community Development Commission • Petaluma Chamber • Sonoma Valley Education Foundation 
• Community Foundation of Sonoma County • Petaluma People Services Center • Sonoma Valley Small Business Development Center 
• Costeaux French Bakery • Preserve Farm Kitchens • Sonoma Valley Visitors Bureau 
• Cotati Chamber of Commerce • Redwood Credit Union • St. Joseph Health 
• Cowgirl Creamery • Regional Climate Protection Agency • Strauss Family Creamery 
• Creative Sonoma • Rohnert Park Chamber of Commerce • Sutter Health 
• CTE Foundation • Santa Rosa Chamber • The Family Coppola 
• Exchange Bank • Santa Rosa Junior College • West County Health Center 
• Go Local Coop • Santa Rosa Press Democrat • Windsor Chamber 
• Goodwill • Sebastopol Chamber • YMCA 
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About this Report 

This Competitive Assessment report represents that culmination of Phase 1 of Strategic Sonoma. This report combines the observations and analysis from the 2016 Sonoma-
Mendocino CEDS with additional statistical analysis and the stories heard through Strategic Sonoma stakeholder input to provide a holistic assessment of Sonoma County. To 
provide context, the county’s current socioeconomic conditions and trends are benchmarked to other similar communities, the San Francisco Bay Area, the State of California, 
and the United States. 

The report contains the following sections 

Priority Strategic Issues 
A presentation of the Big Numbers that stood out from the data benchmarking analysis and an updated list of the Priority Strategic Issues in Sonoma County. These 
priority issues will provide the foundation for the Strategic Sonoma Action Plan. 

Competitive Position 
An updated Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis that summarizes Sonoma County’s competitive position. This summary draws from the  
data analysis and qualitative input collected through focus groups, interviews, Advisory Group workshops, and other stakeholder input. 

National & International Trends 
A discussion of the Top 10 national and international trends influencing modern economic development. These global trends that may affect Sonoma County cover three 
categories – People, Technology, and Economy. 

Detailed Data Benchmarking 
A deep dive into statistics on Sonoma County’s competitive position. Topics examined include Competitive Business Climate, Workforce & Education, Infrastructure & 
Mobility, Entrepreneurship & Innovation, and Affordability & Quality of Life. 

By establishing a baseline understanding of Sonoma County’s current position and priority strategic issues, the Competitive Assessment provides a framework for developing 
collaborative strategies in the upcoming Strategic Sonoma Action Plan. 
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Data & Benchmarking 

Strategic Sonoma is not starting from scratch. This effort recognizes and builds on extensive research, analysis, and planning conducted over the past decade in Sonoma 
County by a wealth of public, private, and non-profit organizations. Previous studies reviewed include, but were not limited to: 

• 2006 – Climate Protection Action Plan for Sonoma County • 2016 – Springs Report 
• 2008 – Sonoma County Economy Report • 2016 – Workforce Development Survey Report 
• 2009 – Strategic Economic Plan for Sonoma County • 2017 – 2020 – Local Workforce Development Plan 
• 2011 – 2016 – Sonoma County CEDS • 2017 – Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis 
• 2011 – Economic Development Strategy & Jobs Plan • 2017 – Hidden in Plain Sight 
• 2014 – Occupational Outlook, North Bay Counties • 2017 – Sonoma Valley Community Profile 
• 2016 – Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS 

This Competitive Assessment report examines a wide range of topics and statistics from a variety of data sources – attempting to collect the best-in-class and most recent data 
available. Whenever possible, data comes from publicly available sources, including the US Census, US Bureau of Labor Statistics, US Bureau of Economic Analysis, US Patent 
& Trademark Office, and more. Private sources utilized include employment data and projections purchased from EMSI – a labor market analytics firm – and export data 
produced and distributed by the Brookings Institute. All charts include the data source at the bottom. 

The analysis in this report compares Sonoma County to six benchmark communities in addition to the San Francisco Bay Area, California, and the United States. The benchmarks 
were identified in consultation with the Sonoma County Economic Development Board and are: 

• Monterey, CA • Santa Barbara, CA 
• Sacramento, CA • Boise, ID 
• San Luis Obispo, CA • Spokane, WA 

To ensure accurate comparisons,  the report looks at the central county in each of these cities – in all cases the same name as the city, except Boise, ID, which is Ada County. In 
some instances, data is not available at the county level, and metropolitan statistical area or other data is utilized and noted. In this instance, the San Francisco Bay Area refers 
to more than the metropolitan statistical area and includes the following counties: Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, San Francisco, San Joaquin, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa 
Cruz, Solano, and Sonoma. 

It is important to note that all data in this report – besides directly collected references – existed before the October 2017 fires. Post-fire data on employment, housing, and 
other topics will not be available for months and, in some cases, years to come. Wherever relevant, these discrepancies were noted and discussed with anecdotal evidence, if 
available. Data delays remind us that the statistics analyzed in this report are a snapshot in time. They capture recent trends and relative position, but socioeconomic factors in 
every community are constantly evolving. Avalanche presents the best and latest statistics available to help Sonoma County leaders and residents make better informed, data-
driven decisions and investments. 
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The Big Numbers Ā 2011 – 2016 
Chapter 5 of this report – Detailed Data 
Benchmarking – provides an extensive examination 
of Sonoma County’s competitive position in five 
categories: 

• Competitive Business Climate 

• Workforce & Education 

• Infrastructure & Mobility 

• Entrepreneurship & Innovation 

• Affordability & Quality of Life 

The key findings of this analysis are summarized in 
the SWOT in Chapter 3, along with observations 
about Sonoma County drawn from literature review, 
interviews, focus groups, conversations, tours, online 
surveys, and other direct stakeholder engagement. 

The Big Numbers to the right are a sample of the 
most significant statistics that inform priorities for 
Strategic Sonoma. 

Additional context and nuance comes out of the 
analysis in this report, but taken alone these numbers 
tell a clear story and should convey a sense of 
urgency. 

JOB GROWTH 

POPULATION GROWTH 3% 

14% 

LABOR FORCE GROWTH -1% 

SHARE JOBS PAYING 
BELOW CA AVERAGE 

60% 

SHARE COMMUTERS 
USING PUBLIC TRANSIT 

1% 

NEW HOUSEHOLDS 

NEW HOMES PERMITTED 

HOMES LOST TO FIRES 

6,801 

4,441 

5,300 

WHITE RESIDENTS WITH 
BACHELOR’S OR HIGHER 

LATINO RESIDENTS WITH 
BACHELOR’S OR HIGHER 

40% 

13% 

SOURCE: US Census / EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Priority Strategic Issues 
The 2016 Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS identified four themes – Economic Diversification (Resilience), Human Capital, Innovation & Entrepreneurship, and Inclusive Economic 
Development. The priority strategic issues in 

Strategic Sonoma builds on the foundation of the previous CEDS with additional research, extended public engagement, and updates to reflect the current economic and 
sociological conditions. The priority strategic issues identified through this analysis provide the framework for the county-wide Action Plan that will come out of the Strategic 
Sonoma process. These priority issues directly support the four themes of the previous CEDS. 

In order to address inequalities throughout Sonoma County and ensure all voices are heard, inclusion must be an overriding goal throughout Strategic Sonoma as we address 
the six priority issues listed below: 

Housing 
Before the fires, pricing and availability of housing were a top concern in Sonoma County, and after the fires, this has become a crisis. Addressing housing 
needs is a top strategic economic priority that, if left unaddressed, will constrain future growth and create social and economic instabilities. 

Workforce & Education 
Sonoma County has an incredibly tight labor market, and employers across industries face challenges hiring new workers. Sonoma County must work to ensure 
residents have access to the education, skills, and career pathways necessary to provide rewarding careers and support the local economy. 

Business Diversification 
Sonoma County’s economy is more diverse than many realize, but it is still heavily weighted towards tourism. Too much weight towards one sector makes the 
economy vulnerable to disruption, as seen during the October fires, and continued diversification will be necessary to build resilience. 

Sustainability 
Natural resources and climate are two of Sonoma County’s greatest assets – drawing residents, businesses, and visitors alike. As climate change continues to 
affect the globe, Sonoma County is positioning itself as a leader in sustainable practices, products, and business development. 

Transportation 
With its population spread across a diverse geographic landscape, connecting Sonoma County’s residents to services, education, and employment centers is a 
challenge. With intensifying traffic, a rapidly aging population, and many disconnected residents, the County must develop creative transportation solutions. 

Fire Recovery 
The October 2017 fires made a significant mark on Sonoma County – destroying 5,300 homes, numerous businesses, and impacting thousands of lives. 
Rebuilding a stronger, better, and more sustainable community will take years of coordinated effort from the public and private sectors. 
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SWOT 
The strong job growth and falling unemployment enjoyed by many regions across 
the country, including Sonoma County, have changed the way we look at economic 
development. Employers are facing challenges finding workers – from highly-skilled 
engineers to day laborers. At the same time, many Americans are being left behind 
– seeing little to no wage growth, not seeing pathways for education and career 
growth, and falling out of the labor force. As hiring becomes more of a challenge 
and disengaged Americans seek help, economic developers, educators, and 
community leaders are forming closer bonds to find solutions. 

With the needs of residents and businesses becoming more intertwined, numerous 
questions arise: Does our community have the right housing to support residents at 
all income levels? Are our transportation systems strong enough to connect workers 
with employment centers? Are we doing everything to re-engage people in the 
workforce and put them on rewarding career pathways? Are we building a resilient 
economy capable of surviving economic downturns and natural disasters? 

Today, to be competitive, regions must think holistically about the interconnectivity 
among issues. The Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) 
analysis on the following pages summarizes Sonoma County’s competitive position 
and future opportunities through this holistic lens. 

The conclusions in this section are drawn from analysis of quantitative data as well 
as qualitative information gathered from interviews, focus groups, surveys, and 
conversations with residents, business owners, and leaders throughout all 
geographies of Sonoma County. They also draw from the consulting team’s national 
perspective and expertise. 

This section is intended to update and supplement the SWOT Analysis in the 
Sonoma-Mendocino CEDS completed in November 2016. 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 
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Strengths 
• Sonoma County has a relatively diverse economy that has created jobs more 

rapidly than the US and most benchmarks in recent years. 
• Unemployment has reached record lows – indicating that most residents who 

wish to work are able to find jobs. 
• High wage industries such as Manufacturing, Financial Activities, and Professional 

Services are growing throughout the county. 
• Exports from Sonoma County are growing rapidly and include a variety of 

manufactured and agricultural goods. 
• Sonoma County boasts scenic beauty and a highly attractive climate to residents, 

growers, and visitors. 
• Sonoma County is an attractive Tourism destination, and visitor spending has 

continued to grow rapidly in recent years. The county is globally famous for its 
vineyards, wineries, breweries, restaurants, and extensive outdoor recreation 
opportunities. 

• Retail sales have grown steadily since the economic recovery began in 2011. 
• Gross regional product is growing faster than most benchmarks – indicating that 

the county is becoming more productive over time. 
• Sonoma County has a large and active environmental community – constantly 

striving to be more sustainable through public and private investments. 
• Migration into Sonoma County has been net positive – with most new residents 

moving in from the south – primarily other parts of the San Francisco Bay Area 
and Southern California. 

• Taken as a whole, Sonoma County is relatively well-educated – with a high 
share of residents with some college or an associate’s degree and bachelor’s 
degrees and higher. 

• Overall, students in Sonoma County schools perform relatively well – with strong 
high school graduation rates, a low share of students qualifying for free lunches, 
and high test scores for elementary and secondary students. 

• Sonoma County has strong post-secondary educational institutions. Santa Rosa 
Junior College, Sonoma State University, Empire College, and other educational 
institutions offer affordable degrees in a wide variety of fields. These institutions 
award a slightly higher share of diplomas per student than the state and 
national averages. 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 

• Charles M. Schulz Sonoma County Airport is the fastest growing among 
benchmarks. This is a quality of life asset for travelers wishing to avoid 
commutes and crowds at busy Bay Area airports and could also be further 
utilized for direct business development. 

• Sonoma Clean Power offers electricity from renewable sources, which is highly 
attractive to certain industry sectors. 

• Manufacturing continues to have a strong presence in Sonoma County – 
contributing to a growing Maker culture, which is supported by numerous 
Maker spaces. 

• Sonoma County has an above average share of small and woman-owned 
businesses. The county has a wealth of small business support resources, and 
growth in second-stage, woman-owned, and minority-owned businesses are 
outpacing overall business growth. 

• Inventors in Sonoma County produce a relatively high share of patents – 
especially in medical fields and electronic communication. 

• Although it has a high cost of living, Sonoma County is the 4th most affordable 
county in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

• Sonoma County is very safe – with crime rates below the national, state, and 
regional averages. 

• Non-profits are highly concentrated in Sonoma County – offering a wide array 
of services, arts, and other community-enhancing programs. 

• Residents of Sonoma County take pride in their county and individual 
communities. Following the October 2017 fires, people came together from 
across the county to provide assistance and shelter. 

• Sonoma County has a strong and growing creative arts community – with 
supportive institutions and many individual artists. 

• Local chambers of commerce, Sonoma County Tourism Bureau, and local 
tourism organizations have a tremendous network connecting local businesses, 
providing supportive resources, and marketing the county externally and 
internally. 
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Weaknesses 
• Overall cost of living is high in Sonoma County relative to the state, nation, and 

most benchmarks. 

• Population growth in Sonoma County has trailed all benchmarks, the San 
Francisco Bay Area, California, and the US in recent years. 

• Overall cost of living in Sonoma County is higher than most benchmarks, the US, 
and California. 

• Housing construction has fallen behind population growth in Sonoma County over 
the past decade – contributing to lack of availability and rapidly increasing 
home prices and rents. These issues were only exacerbated by the October fires. 

• Sonoma County’s largest employment sectors – Trade & Transportation, 
Education & Health Services, and Leisure & Hospitality – pay below average 
salaries. More than 60% of local jobs are in industries that pay salaries below 
the California overall average. 

• Corporate income tax rates in California are higher than all Western states, 
making Sonoma County less appealing for many business sectors. 

• Slow population growth, low unemployment, and a shrinking active labor force 
have created a very tight labor market in Sonoma County – creating hiring 
challenges for local employers across all sectors and skill levels. 

• The largest age cohort in Sonoma County is residents over 65 years old, and this 
group is growing more rapidly than any other. 

• Residents leaving Sonoma County are mostly moving north to lower cost locations 
in Northern and Central California and Oregon. 

• Despite overall high education levels, there are significant educational 
attainment gaps between the White and Latino residents of Sonoma County. 

• The share of students in PreK-12 schools in Sonoma County is relatively low, and 
the total number of students is declining faster than any benchmarks. 

• Although overall Sonoma County students appear to be doing well, there are 
significant disparities between Latino and White students. Latino students – who 
make up the largest share of local students – perform significantly below White 
students on tests at all levels. 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 

• Sonoma County has a relatively high share of workers nearing retirement – 
which will put further strain on the labor market over the next 10 years. 

• Although Sonoma County has a relatively high median household income and 
low overall poverty, prosperity is not evenly distributed – with pockets of 
poverty throughout the county and lower incomes among Latino residents. 

• US Highway 101 suffers from heavy congestion, and there are few alternative 
routes in or out of Sonoma County. 

• A large geographic area, multiple jurisdiction, and hilly topography make it 
challenging to provide cost-effective public transportation throughout Sonoma 
County. As a result, only 1% of commuters use public transit, but with 5% of 
households lacking vehicles and increasing traffic, mobility can be a major 
challenge for those with limited means. 

• Many residents are concerned about parking availability. 
• Electricity in Sonoma County is competitive within California but significantly 

more expensive for residential, commercial, and industrial users than 
neighboring western states. 

• Sonoma County residents and businesses have limited access to increasingly 
common high-speed broadband internet services, and although 93% have 
access to speeds of 50 megabytes per second, many more rural parts of the 
county still have limited to no internet access. 

• There are significant housing disparities between Sonoma County’s White and 
Latino households – with a much higher share of Latino households renting, 
living in unaffordable housing and in cramped conditions. 

• Limited and expensive childcare options make it difficult for many parents to 
both work and raise their children. 

• There is a common perception that there are not enough cultural and social 
amenities to retain and attract younger, single residents. 

• The permitting and regulatory processes in County and Municipality 
governments are seen as overly burdensome, time consuming, and costly. 

• In the past, there has been a perception that the municipalities and county do 
not always work together in a collaborative manner to address persistent 
concerns. 

15 
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Opportunities 
• Addressing housing issues could make Sonoma County a leader on an issue 

affecting the entire state. There are no silver bullets; this will require exploring 
multiple creative housing solutions – both short- and long-term. 

• Making permitting and development processes more streamlined would make 
the real estate market more responsive to demand. Lobbying to address overly 
burdensome elements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) could 
be a major game changer. 

• With more diverse local jobs, many of the 30% of Sonoma County residents who 
commute out could be kept working closer to home. 

• Sonoma County has a large population that would like to be employed but are 
not currently working. These potential workers present an immediate source of 
labor pool expansion, if provided with the resources and pathways to reenter 
the workforce. 

• From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County added more than 9,000 active labor force 
participants over the age of 65 to the county’s already large and active older 
population. Although not a traditional workforce, these aging residents could be 
better utilized to support economic growth. 

• By focusing on economic inclusion, Sonoma County has the ability to raise up 
many residents who are currently being left behind in terms of education, 
housing, employment, and incomes. This will also help foster the next generation 
of county leaders. 

• Career & Technical Education (CTE) programs are expanding through efforts of 
the CTE Foundation, Sonoma County Office of Education, and numerous other 
partners. These programs are providing needed opportunities for residents to 
advance their careers, raise their incomes long-term, stay in the county, and 
connect with local employers. 

• Sonoma State University and Santa Rosa Junior College could be better 
integrated with local employers and students through proactive workforce 
partnerships. 

• Ongoing efforts to align local governments, non-profits, and private businesses 
through fire recovery provide a strong foundation for increased collaboration. 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 

• Solutions cannot be found in isolation. As the gateway connecting NorCal and 
the Bay Area, Sonoma County should collaborate with regional partners on 
transportation, housing, and other issues. 

• Creating new and expanding existing transportation options will help better 
connect residents to education, employment, healthcare, and more. Expanding 
connections to the SMART rail could better position Sonoma County as an 
employment center that draws workers down from Mendocino County. 

• Expanding the 101 would help businesses better connect with the rest of the 
Bay Area. 

• Growing targeted industries that match Sonoma County’s assets and character 
would create new jobs and increase economic diversity and resilience. 

• Sonoma County’s large agricultural community could be better connected to 
local and regional consumers. As a major agricultural center in one of the 
largest metropolitan areas in the US, Sonoma County is well positioned to be a 
leader in regional farm-to-market and locally grown food. 

• Building awareness of work and living opportunities in Sonoma County beyond 
tourism will help local businesses grow and attract needed workers. 

• Continuing to be on the cutting edge of environmentally sustainable growth 
and investment will elevate the Sonoma County brand. 

• Proximity to Silicon Valley makes Sonoma County an attractive location to test 
pioneering Smart city and other technology. The rise of autonomous vehicles, 
for example, could create opportunities to open up parking for development, 
ease traffic, and support geographically diverse populations. 

• Better connecting local entrepreneurs with the rest of the Bay Area could 
provide additional startup capital and other innovation resources. 

• The Sonoma Development Center presents an opportunity for creative reuse. 
• New Maker spaces provide opportunities for creative, hands-on learning by 

inventive students and adults throughout Sonoma County. 
• As eCommerce disrupts traditional retail systems, it presents opportunities for 

redevelopment of retail properties and for Sonoma County makers, growers, 
wineries, and craftspeople to sell products online to a global market. 

• Charles M. Schulz airport can be further leveraged for business growth. 
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Threats 
• If Sonoma County does not build enough affordable housing and housing units in 

total, economic growth will slow. Many lower-income residents will be forced to 
relocate, many who lost homes in the fires will leave, and the county will face 
even greater labor shortages – especially among critical service workers in 
healthcare, education, and other areas. Long-term, this could create fiscal and 
social instability throughout the county, along with numerous other repercussions. 

• While the impacts of natural disasters occur swiftly, it takes years for 
communities to fully recover. Ongoing alignment and county-wide cooperation 
will reduce the threat that Sonoma County does not recover at an even stronger 
position than before the fires. 

• If persistent permitting and regulatory concerns are not addressed, the cost of 
development will rise, preventing reinvestment in local communities and driving 
away many younger families and new businesses. 

• Without the attraction and retention of younger workers and families, an aging 
population could create significant imbalances in the local economy – with rising 
demand for services and fewer people available to provide them. 

• Growing disparities in education and opportunity threatens the resiliency of the 
economy. A majority of children in Sonoma County are Latino, but many of these 
children lack the resources and pathways for success in the modern economy. 

• The rising share of homes used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use 
takes thousands of housing units off the market when they are in the greatest 
demand. 

• A silo-ed, non-cohesive approach to tackling challenges is one of the greatest 
threats to the success of any economic development initiative. To overcome this 
threat, Sonoma County, local municipalities, regional governments, non-profits, 
and the private sector must work collaboratively to pool resources and address 
priorities. 

• As Sonoma County focuses on creating necessary housing and business 
opportunities, agricultural and natural areas must also be protected. Nature is at 
the heart of what makes Sonoma County special. The potential threat of growth 
on the natural environment can be reduced by focusing new growth on targeted 
corridors, redeveloping existing properties, targeting denser development in 
urban cores, prioritizing TODs, and other intentionally sustainable strategies. 
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• Climate change continues to threaten Sonoma County and many other 
communities with unpredictable weather and other disruptions. Anticipate and 
proactively plan to mitigate threats, prevent future disasters, and protect the 
environment. Watershed restoration and protection will be critical to a 
sustainable economy and environment in the future. 

• A lack of broadband access in some areas of the county threatens the ability 
of businesses to grow and for residents to participate in the global economy. 

• Technological change and labor shortages are driving increases in automation, 
which will likely displace many workers in the future. Without proactive efforts 
focused on training and retraining, automation could significantly disrupt the 
socioeconomic fabric of Sonoma County. 

• Disconnected transportation and transit options within the county threaten the 
ability of residents to access jobs, education, and services. Continue efforts to 
expand Highway 101 and connect the ”last mile” between the SMART rail and 
other transportation nodes, residences, and job centers. 

• Changing federal immigration policies are creating significant uncertainty for 
non-citizens and their families, who make up a large share of Sonoma County 
and California’s population. 

• The highly lucrative Cannabis industry presents many opportunities, but if 
Sonoma County is not careful, Cannabis may easily take over available 
commercial and industrial properties and displace other agriculture. 
Legalization may also threaten existing ”black market” operations and force 
them further underground. The potential impacts of Cannabis on water 
availability also remain largely unknown. 

• Without creating higher wage jobs and industry sectors, many local workers 
will continue to earn below a living wage for Sonoma County. 
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Top 10 Trends to Monitor 
At any given time, there are numerous socioeconomic and technological trends transforming individual and business behavior. Monitoring these trends and attempting to 
understand how they might affect a community helps ensure that planning efforts are thinking about the future and not only the past. The following ten demographic, 
technological, and economic trends will play a role in determining the success of planning efforts in Sonoma County in the 21st century: 

PEOPLE 

Aging Population 
Growing Diversity 

Housing Needs 
Education & Opportunity 

TECHNOLOGY 

Increased Automation 
Driverless Vehicles 

ECONOMY 

Climate Change 
Economic Inclusion 

eCommerce 
Urban Divergence 
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Aging Population 
Across the US, people are living longer. More than 10,000 Baby Boomers turn 65 
every day, and this trend will continue for another decade. By 2030, nearly one in 
five Americans will be over 65 years old. As the US retiree population swells, the 
relative number of active workers will decline. At the same time, Americans are 
living longer – increasing demand for goods and services and driving employment 
growth in specific sectors. Meeting the needs of our older population will require 
significant investments in social service programs, physical infrastructure, and 
education for workers. 

Already, four out of the five fastest growing jobs in the US are related to 
healthcare. Through 2024, healthcare occupations are projected to fuel nearly a 
quarter of all job growth in the US. Demand for services such as transportation and 
meal delivery will continue to rise in response to an aging population. These services 
are typically provided by governments and non-profits. As a result, allocating 
resources will become a growing challenge for many communities – especially as a 
smaller share of their residents are actively working. 

For communities and regions to thrive, they must re-engage and sustain individuals in 
the workforce, establish systems to provide healthcare and other critical services to 
dispersed senior populations, and ensure that a younger workforce is able to live in 
the community to provide services and sustain the economy. 

SONOMA COUNTY POPULATION AGE 65+ 

176,923 

155,528 

111,903 

68,127 

2010 2020 2030 2040 
Source: CA Department of Finance 

Between 2018 and 2040, the number of Sonoma County 
residents over 65 years old is projected to grow 74%. 
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Growing Diversity 
Over the past 25 years, the US population has become increasingly diverse. Over 
the next quarter century, this trend will only accelerate. Today, more than half of all 
American children born are not White. Embracing this diversity is critical to future 
economic success – numerous economic, sociological, and business studies show that 
greater diversity leads to positive outcomes. 

In California, diversity is already the rule. In 2018, Latino residents are the largest 
population group – making up 40% of residents compared to 38% for White 
residents. By 2040, Latinos will comprise 43% of Californians and White residents 
only 33%. Sonoma County is less diverse than the state but is following the same 
trends. Forecasts indicate that the county will be 31% Latino in 2040 and 58% 
White. 

Being supportive and inclusive of residents of all races and ethnicities will be critical 
to sustained economic resilience. At the regional level, diversity is associated with 
higher levels of entrepreneurship and innovation. At the company level, studies show 
more diverse teams have higher rates of problem-solving and greater revenues. 

Supporting diversity will require strategic programs and resources. A majority of 
children in California are Latino, and yet Latino children are more likely to come 
from lower-income families, attend schools with strained budgets, and perform less 
well on tests than their White counterparts. Communities that fail to embrace and 
invest in their diverse futures risk facing significant workforce, leadership, and 
economic challenges. 

FORECAST CHANGE IN SHARE OF SONOMA 
COUNTY POPULATION BY RACE & ETHNICITY 

2018 – 2040 

4.3% 

0.2% 0.5% 0.4% 

-5.5% 

White Black Asian Other Latino 

Source: CA Department of Finance 

California is already “majority minority,” and Sonoma County 
is heading in the same direction – but many Latino residents 
are being left behind on education, housing, and income. 
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Housing Needs 
The recent recession was partially caused by a large housing bubble across the 
country – with a high share of risky mortgages and overbuilding in many largely 
suburban parts of America – including much of California. During the recession, 
thousands of Americans defaulted on their mortgages – no longer able to afford 
high interest loans on properties with inflated prices due to the bubble. Following 
the crisis, new home construction slowed down for many years, but the US 
population continued to grow. 

These dynamics – combined with job losses, decades long stagnant wages, and a 
shift of demand for housing from the suburbs to urban cores – create a massive shift 
in American housing patterns. From 2010 to 2016, the number of households owning 
homes in America was flat, but over the same period, the number of renters grew 
more than 10%. High demand for rental properties, slow construction of new 
properties, and other housing factors lead to a sharp increase in unaffordable 
housing. In 2016, 50% of American renting households were in unaffordable 
housing – paying 30% or more of their take home income towards housing. 

In many regions, construction of housing units has begun to catch up, but often new 
product is focused on single-family homes and high-end, luxury apartments. While 
new supply of any housing product helps address demand and lower costs, many 
analysts see a massive need for more multi-family housing and more affordably 
designed units. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes housing as a fundamental 
human right. Secure, tenured shelter for individuals and families provides the 
stability necessary for healthy living, to access education, and to be part of a 
community. Lower-income Americans are the most vulnerable to housing instability – 
with the fewest resources to pay ever more burdensome rents when they can even 
find housing available in which to live. Overcrowding of housing units, a growing 
homelessness crisis, and workforce shortages in high-cost areas are but some 
symptoms of this ongoing social and economic rights issue. There are few “one size 
fits all” solutions, but without more housing of the right types and in the right 
locations, many communities will face growing inequality and economic instability. 
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GROWTH IN THE NUMBER OF US 
HOMEOWNERS VERSUS RENTERS 

2010 – 2016 
10.4% 

0.2% 

Owners Renters 

SHARE IN UNAFFORDABLE HOUSING 
2016 

50% 

23% 

Owners Renters 
Source: US Census ACS 

”There are alarming trends that suggest a 
growing inability to supply housing that is 
affordable for middle- and working-class 
renters, let alone those with very low 
incomes.” – Christopher Herbert, Harvard 
Joint Center for Housing Studies 
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Education & Opportunity 
Advances in technology, changing business models, and greater global integration 
are changing the nature of work. As technology is incorporated more and more into 
our lifestyles and business processes, workers must quickly adapt and learn new 
skills or become obsolete. 

A Pew Research Center study found that the largest share of new jobs are being 
created in fields that require additional training beyond high school. Tellingly, more 
than half of workers recognize that lifetime learning and skills development will be 
essential to career success. 

Demand for STEM workers has far outpaced growth in non-STEM fields. Over the 
past decade, over 1 million technology jobs were created in the US – a 36% 
growth rate, compared to only 3% overall job growth over the same period. We 
face acute shortages of advanced information technology and medical workers. At 
the same time, the resurgence of US manufacturing has been driven by 
technological innovation – creating increased demand for technical skills and 
certifications beyond high school. 

At the current pace of growth, over the next decade the US is forecast to create 
15.3 million new jobs – not even taking into account the replacement of retiring 
workers. More than 40% of these jobs will require some form of education beyond 
high school* at entry level – and that is at today’s standards. We cannot currently 
anticipate the skills and knowledge that will be required in a decade. Tellingly, 
those skills-dependent jobs pay an average of $20,000 more annually than those 
that require a high school degree or less. 

Today, a large share of STEM jobs are filled by foreign workers – many of whom 
come here for education. Approximately 55% of all STEM graduate students are 
from foreign countries. Recent changes to federal immigration policies and student 
visa programs have led to a sharp reduction in the number of these students and 
workers coming to and staying in the US. 

The demand for skilled workers will need to be filled at home – creating significant 
opportunities for American workers, but only if they have access to necessary 
education and the support they need to attain it. 

*Source: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 

AVERAGE SALARY OF JOBS BY ENTRY LEVEL EDUCATION 
2017 

High School Degree or Less $35,365 

Some College / Certificate $48,439 

Associate Degree $54,097 

Bachelor's Degree $84,134 

Master's Degree $57,458 

Doctoral or Professional Degree 
$120,750 

Source: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 

Education-dependent Technology jobs grew 
36% over the past decade – compared to 
only 3% overall job growth. 
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Increased Automation 
Advancements in technologies that automate functions currently performed by 
humans are likely to revolutionize the labor market in several important ways. 
Automation will likely eliminate and fundamentally transform jobs that are routine 
and follow formal operating rules. At the same time, automation is likely to fuel the 
creation of new occupations – for example, technicians to maintain equipment. 
Often these new jobs require more education than the jobs they replace. 

Researchers at Oxford University estimate that nearly half of US employment is at 
high risk of automation over the next two decades. More immediately, a survey 
conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers found that nearly 60% of CEOs believe 
robotics will allow them to eliminate jobs over the next five years. The most 
imperiled occupations include positions in transportation and logistics, office 
administration, and manufacturing. 

New technologies may also facilitate the creation of new employment opportunities. 
When Deloitte analyzed the UK job market over the past 15 years, they found that 
technology eliminated 750,000 jobs but simultaneously created 3.5 million new 
jobs. Frequently, these newly created jobs paid significantly higher wages than 
those lost. 

Whether automation involves the elimination, transformation, or creation of 
employment, the most successful regions will be those that provide relevant and 
lifelong training options to help residents adapt to a constantly evolving labor 
market. 

Forecasts of the number of jobs that will be lost 
to automation vary, but lower-skill jobs and 
those that require repetitive actions are among 
the most vulnerable. 
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TOP SONOMA COUNTY OCCUPATIONS MOST AT 
RISK OF ”AUTOMATION” (2017 JOBS) 

Cashiers 6,006 

Office Clerks, General 3,906 

Secretaries & Admin. Assistants 3,144 

Bookkeeping / Acct. Clerks 2,719 

Landscaping & Grounds Workers 2,027 

Cooks, Restaurant 1,997 

Receptionists & Info. Clerks 1,593 

Packaging Machine Operators 1,502 

Driver/Sales Workers 883 

Shipping, Receiving, & Traffic Clerks 870 

Team Assemblers 818 

Tellers 566 

Billing & Posting Clerks 557 

Inspectors, Testers, & Weighers 556 

Hosts & Hostesses 551 

Source: Avalanche Consulting / University of Oxford / EMSI 
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Driverless Vehicles 
The era of self-driving cars promises to transform our economy, our communities, 
and the way we live. 

The rise of autonomous vehicles is likely to end car ownership in its current form. 
Instead of purchasing cars outright, tomorrow’s consumers may instead rely on car-
sharing services. A decline of the consumer auto market could potentially negatively 
impact other industries, including financing, insurance, and advertising. Autonomous 
car-sharing services may supplement or decrease the need for public mass transit 
systems depending on the price levels and convenience. 

Our current automotive-dependent culture creates significant demand for parking, 
which consumes an enormous amount of prime real estate around the county. 
Increased usage of autonomous vehicles may create redevelopment opportunities on 
land currently dedicated to parking. New buildings may also require less parking, 
greatly reducing the cost of future residential and commercial construction if 
incorporated into building codes. 

Autonomous vehicles may lessen traffic congestion by reducing accidents, timing 
movement, and increasing the number of cars that can safely drive on the road. 
Counterintuitively, autonomous vehicles may also encourage more urban sprawl, 
because they will reduce the monetary and psychological costs of long commutes – 
allowing commuters to live further away from employment centers and work or 
relax during rides, as on a train. 

CARS ARE PARKED 
95% OF THE TIME 

Source: The High Cost of Free Parking 

In the San Francisco Bay Area, 44% of employed residents 
commute to work in a different county than their residences. 
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Climate Change 
The scientific consensus is in – climate change is occurring, and it is largely caused 
by CO2 released into the atmosphere through fossil fuel consumption. Even if the 
world drastically reduces its carbon output, climate change is expected to 
accelerate over the next century. 

Rising sea levels, prolonged droughts, increased storm activity, and numerous other 
effects threaten a growing number of humans and business activities – particularly 
in coastal regions. Mitigating the dangers posed by climate change will be 
expensive – Miami plans to spend at least $400 million on new pump stations, and 
Charleston has outlined over $225 million needed for drainage projects. Although 
the costs seem high now, they will only increase in the years ahead. 

With limited federal commitment to combatting climate change, communities that 
wish to be proactive must make their own policies and investments. More than 375 
US mayors announced their intentions to honor the Paris Climate Agreement and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Part of this commitment will require additional 
investments in clean energy and energy efficiency. 

In the decades to come, regions that become less reliant on carbon-based systems 
will not only be safer, but will likely see positive economic gains as the actual, 
social, and environmental costs of fossil fuel usage escalate. Economies based on 
human capital and renewable resources present greater opportunities for innovation 
and sustainable growth. 

BILLION-DOLLAR WEATHER & CLIMATE DISASTERS 
(ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION) 

‘08 – ’17 (through September) 107 

’98 – ’07 50 

‘88 – ‘97 39

Source: National Centers for Environmental Information 

More than half of Americans live in coastal counties, placing 
them at greater risk of natural disasters and sea level rise. 
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Economic Inclusion 
Over the past 30 years, economic inequality in the US has increased dramatically. 
In 1980, the top 10% of earners took home approximately 30% of all income in 
America. By 2015, the same group took home 50% of all income. Rising economic 
inequality has significant impacts for both individuals and communities. Alongside 
the moral implications, inequality creates significant costs for society – increased 
demand for social services, disillusioned and less well-educated workforce, rising 
healthcare costs for the uninsured, and many more. Throughout American history, 
each generation as a whole has seen greater economic opportunity than their 
parents, and for the first time, the children of Baby Boomers are expected to be 
less well off than their parents. 

Rising economic inequality is associated with a host of ills for individuals and 
families. Average life expectancy is lower in communities characterized by greater 
levels of inequality. Children in lower income neighborhoods perform less well in 
school. Lower income neighborhoods are also often located far from employment 
centers and lack adequate public transit – making it even more challenging to lift 
oneself out of poverty. 

Recognizing that inequality contributes to slower economic growth and decreased 
resilience, many communities around the country are refocusing on inclusive economic 
development efforts. These efforts cover a wide range of programs, tailored to 
specific community needs, but focused on ensuring that all residents have access to 
resources and the opportunity to succeed. These programs do so by addressing 
barriers that prevent many individuals from succeeding, such as limited childcare 
options, lack of transportation, inability to afford tuition, absence of social capital, 
and many more. 

Being inclusive takes greater effort and costs more today, but research and practice 
shows that it is not only the right thing to do but essential to sustainable economic 
growth. 
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NATIONAL CHANGE IN AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGE, 
2011 – 2016 

(NOT ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION) 

7.2% 

BOTTOM 10% OF WAGE EARNERS 

10.9% 

TOP 10% OF WAGE EARNERS 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 

“New  evidence  suggests  that  the  bottom  50  
percent  of  earners  –  half  of  American  workers  –  
have  experienced  zero  income  growth  before  
taxes  and  transfers  since  1980.”  
- Joseph  Parilla,  Brookings  Institute  
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eCommerce 
The rapid growth of e-commerce continues to transform our economy in fundamental 
ways. 

2017 was the year of the “Retail Apocalypse.” Several national retailers declared 
bankruptcy, and many others announced plans to close thousands of brick and 
mortar stores. The decline of traditional retail is due to a variety of factors, but the 
rise of eCommerce has been one of the most visible. 

According to the US Census Bureau, eCommerce sales in the US doubled from 2011 
to 2017. This trend shows few signs of slowing. Jeff Bezos, the CEO of Amazon, 
recently became the world’s richest person, thanks to strong Black Friday sales. 

The rise of online shopping fuels strong demand for warehousing and distribution 
space. According to CBRE, in 2017 the national warehousing vacancy hit a 16-year 
low. Relatedly, eCommerce has created significant growth in warehousing and 
transportation employment. Between 2011 and 2016, the number of these workers 
grew 17.5%. The rise of autonomous vehicles and robotics may soon disrupt this 
workforce, but that topic is discussed elsewhere in this section. 

Sales tax revenues provide a major revenue source for many local governments, 
and the decline of big box retail, like the preceding decline in “mom and pop” 
stores, has many worried about the ability to provide critical services and 
investments in the future. 

But the rise of eCommerce does not mean all doom and gloom. Sales tax revenues 
are still capture at the point of sale – so when a Sonoma County residents orders 
pet food on Amazon, the sale still occurs in Sonoma County. If traditional malls and 
box retail stores close, they may be repurposed for other commercial, industrial, 
and artistic uses. 

Additionally, eCommerce provides new avenues for Sonoma County growers, 
bottlers, builders, makers, artists, and other craftspeople to sell their goods online 
across the globe. 

eCOMMERCE AS A % OF TOTAL 
SHIPMENTS/SALES/REVENUES – 2015 

Total Manufacturing 63.2% 

Total Merchant Wholesale Trade 

e

- 30.2% 

Total R tail Trade ■ 7.2% 

Total for Selected Service 
I 3.9% Industries 

Source: US Census Bureau 

eCommerce provides new avenues for 
Sonoma County growers, bottlers, builders, 
makers, artists, and other craftspeople to sell 
their goods online across the globe. 
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Urban Divergence 
Americans have been migrating to metropolitan areas since the Industrial Revolution, 
but the process has accelerated in recent years. In particular, the past decade has 
witnessed a resurgence of urban cores – especially in larger, wealthier communities. 

The number of Americans living outside metropolitan areas declined for the past six 
years. Over the same period, the country’s metropolitan areas gained 15 million 
new residents. In absolute numbers, the suburbs gained the most people, but as a 
percentage, core cities saw the most rapid growth. This “renaissance” of US cities 
has been partially fueled by an influx of highly-educated, affluent households. 

This reflects a growing divergence between regions of the US over the past two 
decades. As skilled workers and high tech companies clustered in a handful of 
metropolitan areas, these wealthy regions grew wealthier, while their poorer 
counterparts suffered for opportunities. In the years ahead, the challenge for 
smaller communities will be producing, retaining, and attracting the talent necessary 
to provide the same pools of skilled and creative workers that are found in the 
larger cities. Because these workers are the most desirable location factor for many 
of the next generation of technology-powered growth companies. 

The trend towards urbanization and the divergence in economic fortunes is also 
creating pains for both major metros and smaller cities in terms of access to housing, 
employment, and services. With growth comes housing shortages and transportation 
woes. Communities must invest in their transportation infrastructure and find ways to 
tackle housing shortages, or they will continue to fight an uphill war for talent. 

CHANGE IN GROSS REGIONAL PRODUCT, 
2001-2016 

(ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION) 

30% 

0% 

Bottom 50 Metros by Per 
Capita GDP 2001 

Top 50 Metros by Per 
Capita GDP 2001 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 

Since 2010, metropolitan areas have fueled all US population growth. 
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Competitive Business Location 

Understanding the characteristics and trends of a community’s economy is the first step in identifying priorities and actions to address them. This section examines Sonoma 
County’s competitive business location from a few angles – job creation, salary levels, industry employment, gross regional product, exports, and more. Understanding how 
these factors are changing in Sonoma County relative to the state, nation, and benchmark communities will help better recognize local competitive assets, identify new business 
opportunities, and prioritize future investments. 

Key Findings 

• Since the recession, Sonoma County has created jobs more rapidly than the US and most benchmarks. 

• Strong job growth has led to low unemployment. Limited labor availability threatens to constrain future job growth. 

• Sonoma County’s gross regional product per capita is lower than state and national averages, but local gross regional product is growing more rapidly than all 
benchmarks – indicating that the county is becoming more productive. 

• Sonoma County has a relatively diverse economy – with employment growing across almost all industry sectors. 

• Manufacturing, Financial Activities, and Professional & Business Services pay high average salaries in Sonoma County, but the county’s largest employment sectors – 
Trade & Transportation, Education & Health Services, and Leisure & Hospitality – pay below average salaries. 

• Exports from Sonoma County continue to grow rapidly – with the top exports in Computer & Electronic products, Agriculture, Beverage Products, and a mix of 
manufactured goods. 

• Visitor spending per resident of Sonoma County is above the California average but below Monterey County, San Luis Obispo County, and Santa Barbara County. 
Visitor spending is growing more rapidly in Sonoma County than any benchmark. 

• Retail sales tax revenues have grown steadily since the economic recovery began in 2011. 

• Corporate income tax rates in California in general are less competitive than all western states, but property taxes are in the middle of the pack. 
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Employment Growth 

Like most of the country, Sonoma County suffered during the recent recession – 

losing 18,000 jobs, roughly 9% of total, from 2007 to 2010. The recovery really 

began to take off in 2013, and Sonoma County reached pre-recession employment 

levels in 2015 and an all-time high of 201,000 jobs in 2016. 

From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County outperformed all benchmarks in job creation 

except Boise, ID. Over this period, Sonoma County employment grew 13.5% -

compared to 18.4% across the entire Bay Area, 14.2% in California, and 9.2% 

nationally. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Employment growth is a primary indicator of a community’s overall economic 

health. Strong job creation relative to benchmark communities can indicate a more 

competitive business climate and the presence of supportive resources. 

SONOMA COUNTY –  TOTAL EMPLOYMENT 

2006 –  2016 

250,000 

201K 197K 192K 194K 191K 192K 200,000 184K
177K 176K 177K 177K 

150,000 

100,000 

50,000 

0 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 

BENCHMARK EMPLOYMENT GROWTH 

2011 –  2016 

Ada County (Boise), ID 15.0% 

Sonoma County, CA 13.5% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 12.9% 

Monterey County, CA 12.1% 

Sacramento County, CA 10.5% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 8.6% 

Spokane County, WA 8.3% 

San Francisco Bay Area 
18.4%

CA 14.2% 

US 9.2% 

SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Unemployment 

The recession led to a spike of unemployed residents in Sonoma County – reaching 

a peak of 10.8% unemployment in 2010. Since the recovery began, unemployment 

has fallen steadily – reaching an annual low of 4.0% in 2016. 

Unemployment has continued to fall through 2017 even through the fires. The latest 

available data shows Sonoma County’s unemployment at 2.8% in November 2017 

– tied with Boise, ID as the lowest among benchmarks. Unemployment was higher in 

the Bay Area (3.0%), California (4.2%), and United States (3.9%). While revealing 

that most residents are gainfully employment, unemployment this low also indicates 

a very tight labor market. 

SONOMA CONTY – UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 

2007 – 2016 

12% 
10.8% 

4.0% 

7.1% 

5.8% 

 
 

 

10.2% 

10% 9.4% 
8.9% 

8% 

5.6% 6% 

4.5% 4.3% 

4% 

2% 

0% 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

SOURCE: US BLS / Avalanche Consulting 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Low unemployment is generally a positive sign – indicating that those residents of 

a community actively looking for work are finding jobs. It can also highlight 

challenges – revealing that new and expanding employers have a smaller pool of 

available workers from which to draw or that workers may be exiting the labor 

force entirely. 

BENCHMARK UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 

NOVEMBER 2017 

Sonoma County, CA 2.8% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 2.8% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 2.9% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 3.8% 

Sacramento County, CA 3.8% 

Spokane County, WA 4.6% 

Monterey County, CA 5.8% 

San Francisco Bay Area 3.0% 

CA 4.2% 

US 3.9% 

SOURCE: US BLS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Productivity 

At $51,900, Sonoma County has a higher Gross Regional Product (GRP) per capita 

than all but two benchmarks –  the Sacramento Metro, CA ($52,200) and Santa 

Barbara County, CA ($56,200). Local productivity remains below the Bay Area 

($82,000 per capita), California ($63,700), and US ($55,800). 

From 2010 to 2015, Sonoma County’s  GRP grew 28% - the highest share among 

benchmarks and faster than California (27% growth), and the US (21%). The Bay 

Area’s  GRP grew slightly faster at 34% over the same time period. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Gross Regional Product is a measure of the overall economic growth and 

productivity in a region. When GRP growth outpaces job growth, it shows that 

local workers and industries are becoming more productive and competitive. 

BENCHMARK GRP PER CAPITA 

2015 

Santa Barbara County, CA $56,200 

Sacramento, CA Metro $52,200 

Sonoma County, CA $51,900 

Monterey County, CA $50,700 

San Luis Obispo County $48,700 

Boise, ID Metro $44,800 

Spokane, WA Metro $42,100 

San Francisco Bay Area $82,000 

CA $63,700 

US $55,800 

SOURCE: US BEA / Avalanche Consulting 

BENCHMARK GRP GROWTH 

2010 –  2015 

Sonoma County, CA 28% 

Sacramento, CA Metro 24% 

San Luis Obispo County 22% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 22% 

Boise, ID Metro 21% 

Monterey County, CA 17% 

Spokane, WA Metro 17% 

San Francisco Bay Area 34% 

CA 27% 

US 21% 

SOURCE: US BEA / Avalanche Consulting 
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Industry Employment 
In 2016, the largest major industry categories in Sonoma County were Trade & 

Transportation (which includes retail) (36,390 jobs), Education & Health Services 
(32,490 jobs), Government (which includes public schools) (27,430), Leisure & 

Hospitality (24,860), and Manufacturing (22,150). 

From 2011 to 2016, almost all industries in Sonoma County created jobs – with the 
exception of Professional & Business Services, which lost 13.4% of local jobs. The 
fastest growing industries were Construction (41.2% growth), Education & Health 

Services (33.9%), Leisure & Hospitality (22.0%), Trade & Transportation (11.9%), 
and Information (11.0%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Resilient economies employ residents in a diverse mix of industries. A diverse 
industry base allows communities to better weather economic downturns that 
affect one industry more than others. A diverse economy also provides jobs with 
different educational and experience requirements that help sustain all residents. 

SONOMA COUNTY EMPLOYMENT BY MAJOR INDUSTRY 
2016 

Natural Resources 6,160 

Construction 12,140 

Manufacturing 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 

22,150 

Trade & Transportation 36,390 

Information 2,730 

Financial Activities 8,270 

Professional & Business Svcs 12,710 

Education & Health Svcs 32,490 

Leisure & Hospitality 24,860 

Government 27,430 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 

SONOMA COUNTY EMPLOYMENT GROWTH BY MAJOR 
INDUSTRY, 2011 – 2016 

Natural Resources ■ 3.3% 

Construction 41.2% 

Manufacturing 9.6% 

Trade & Transportation 11.9% 

Information 

-
11.0% 

Financial Activities 9.0% -13.4% 
Professional & Business Svcs 

-
Education & Health Svcs 

-
33.9% 

Leisure & Hospitality 22.0% 

Government - 9.7% 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Economic Diversity 

Sonoma County has a relatively diverse spread of employment across 10 major 

industry sectors, including Government. In 2016, Sonoma County received a score of 

0.92 in Avalanche’s  Diversity Index –  second only to Santa Barbara County, CA 

among benchmarks and above the US Index of 0.91. The Bay Area and California 

both scored slightly higher at 0.93. 

At $44,200, the average salary across industries in Sonoma County is higher than 

most benchmarks except Santa Barbara County, CA ($48,300) and Sacramento 

County, CA ($54,000). The local average salary is below the national average 

($50,400), California ($56,800), and Bay Area ($74,000). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Resilient economies employ residents in a diverse mix of industries. A diverse 

industry base allows communities to better weather economic downturns that 

affect one industry more than others. A diverse economy also provides jobs with 

different educational and experience requirements that help sustain all residents. 

DIVERSITY INDEX (1.00 = MOST DIVERSE, 0 = LEAST) 

2016 

Santa Barbara County, CA 0.94 

Sonoma County, CA 0.92 

Ada County (Boise), ID 0.90 

Sacramento County, CA 0.89 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 0.88 

Spokane County, WA 0.88 

Monterey County, CA 0.84 

San Francisco Bay Area 0.93 

CA 0.93 

US 0.91 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 

AVERAGE SALARY ALL INDUSTRIES 

2016 

Sacramento County, CA $54,000 

Santa Barbara County, CA $48,300 

Sonoma County, CA $44,200 

Monterey County, CA $41,700 

Spokane County, WA $41,600 

Ada County (Boise), ID $41,200 

San Luis Obispo County, CA $40,800 

San Francisco Bay Area $74,000

CA $56,800 

US $50,400 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Industry Salaries 
In 2016, Professional & Business Services paid the highest average salary in 
Sonoma County at $73,200. The next highest paying local industries were Financial 
Activities ($63,100), Information ($62,100), Manufacturing ($61,700), and 
Government ($48,900). The lowest paying local industries were Leisure & 
Hospitality ($19,200) and Education & Health Services ($39,900). 

Sonoma County’s overall average salary is approximately 88% of the US, but 
many of Sonoma County industries pay salaries near the national level – including 
Manufacturing (98% of the US), Trade & Transportation (97%), Leisure & 
Hospitality (96%), Education & Health Services (92%), and Construction (91%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Examining salaries by industry helps reveal which local industries are more 
competitive for workers or where workers show higher productivity. Above-
average salaries may also indicate high demand for those workers in a 
community. The presence of high-salary industries is also a sign of positive wealth 
creation in a community. 

SONOMA COUNTY AVERAGE SALARY BY MAJOR INDUSTRY 
2016 

Natural Resources $36,900 

Construction $45,100 

Manufacturing $61,700 

Trade & Transportation $41,200 

Information $62,100 

Financial Activities $63,100 

Professional & Business Svcs $73,200 

Education & Health Svcs $39,900 

Leisure & Hospitality $19,200 

Government $48,900 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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SONOMA COUNTY SHARE ABOVE OR BELOW US AVERAGE 
SALARY BY INDUSTRY, 2016 

Natural Resources 57% 

Construction 91% 

Manufacturing 98% 

Trade & Transportation 97% 

Information 65% 

Financial Activities 75% 

Professional & Business Svcs 82% 

Education & Health Svcs 92% 

Leisure & Hospitality 96% 

Government 91% 

SOURCE: US EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Total Exports 

The value of exports from Sonoma County per job ($11,590) is relatively low 

compared to the San Francisco Bay Area ($18,920), California ($15,360), and the 

US ($14,700). But relative to the benchmark communities, Sonoma County ranks 3rd 

– behind only Monterey County ($13,070) and Santa Barbara County ($15,570). 

The value of exports from Sonoma County grew 21% from 2009 to 2014 – slightly 

slower than the Bay Area (24%) and California (23%) but right in the middle 

among benchmark communities. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Exports reflect a region’s competitive position – drawing outside dollars back into 

the community, increasing wealth, and spurring secondary impacts across the 

community. If products and services are exported, they represent areas of value-

added specialization in the community. 

BENCHMARK TOTAL EXPORTS ($) PER JOB 

2014 

Santa Barbara County, CA $15,570 

Monterey County, CA $13,070 

Sonoma County, CA $11,590 

San Luis Obispo County, CA $10,690 

Spokane, WA Metro $10,250 

Boise, ID Metro $9,500 

Sacramento, CA Metro $7,710 

San Francisco Bay Area $18,920 

CA $15,360 

US $14,700 

SOURCE: Brookings Institute / Avalanche Consulting 

BENCHMARK EXPORT GROWTH 

2009 –  2014 

San Luis Obispo County 43% 

Monterey County, CA 38% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 29% 

Sonoma County, CA 21% 

Boise, ID Metro 19% 

Spokane, WA Metro 16% 

Sacramento, CA Metro 15% 

San Francisco Bay Area 24% 

CA 23% 

US 30% 

SOURCE: Brookings Institute / Avalanche Consulting 
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Exports by Industry 
The largest exports from Sonoma County by value in 2014 were Computer & 

Electronic Products ($408 million), Agriculture ($303m), Beverage & Tobacco 
Products ($247m), IT Royalties ($203m), and Machinery Manufacturing ($183m). 
These numbers show the high value of products manufactured in Sonoma County – 
including electronics, machinery, and more visible products such as wine and food. 

From 2009 to 2014, the fastest export growth occurred in Beverage & Tobacco 
Products (79% growth), Fabricated Metal Products (62%), Chemical 

Manufacturing (60%), Travel & Tourism (52%), and Tech Sector (41%). 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Exports reflect a region’s competitive position – drawing outside dollars back into 
the community, increasing wealth, and spurring secondary impacts across the 
community. If products and services are exported, they represent areas of value-
added specialization in the community. 

TOP 15 SONOMA COUNTY EXPORTS (MILLIONS) 
2014 

Computer & Elect. Prdts. $408 
Agriculture $303 

Beverage & Tobacco Prdts. $247 
IT Royalties $203 

Machinery Mfg. $183 
Miscellaneous Mfg. $150 

Chemical Mfg. $119 
Food Manufacturing $106 

Tech Sector $68 
Mgmt. & Legal Services $65 

Engineering Services $59 
Financial Services 

--
Freight & Heavy Industry 

-----
Fabr -$46 

• 
$44 

icated Metal Prdts. 

• 
$32 

Travel & Tourism $26 

SOURCE: Brookings Institute / Avalanche Consulting 

TOP 15 SONOMA COUNTY EXPORTS GROWTH 
2009 – 2014 

Computer & Elect. Prdts. 33% 
Agriculture 

Be
alties 

- 18% 
verage & Tobacco Prdts. 79% 

IT Roy 29% 
Machinery Mfg. 19% 

Miscellaneous Mfg. -8% 
Chemical Mfg. 60% 

Food Manufacturing 
-

26% 
Tech Sector 41% 

Mgmt. & Legal Services -7% 
Engineering Services 5% 

Financial Services -18% 
-

Freight & Heavy Industry 
Fabr

--3% I 

-
icated Metal Prdts. 62% 

Travel & Tourism 52% 

SOURCE: Brookings Institute / Avalanche Consulting 
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Agricultural Production 

Agricultural production remains a vibrant part of Sonoma County’s economy, and 

agricultural land comprises 26% of land use county-wide – lower only than 

Sacramento County (28%) and Monterey County (26%) among benchmarks. This is 

also a higher share than California (16%) – one of the nation’s leading agricultural 

states. 

According to the California Department of Food & Agriculture, in 2016 Wine 

dominated the list of top agricultural products made in Sonoma County at $587 

million. The next most valuable products were Milk ($146m), Poultry ($41m), 

Livestock Products ($31m), and Cattle & Calves ($21m). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Agriculture formed the original foundation of most communities in America. Those 

that continue producing agricultural goods today generally have geographical 

assets (landscape, climate, water) that benefit certain crops. Modern agricultural 

communities also take pride in their tradition and may have national and 

international recognition of their particular brand. 

SHARE OF LAND USED FOR AGRICULTURE 

2012 

Sacramento County, CA 28% 

Monterey County, CA 27% 

Sonoma County, CA 26% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 22% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 

Spokane County, WA -
21% 

19% 

4% 

San Francisco Bay Area 29% 

CA 16% 

US 10% 

SOURCE: US DOA / Avalanche Consulting 

TOP SONOMA COUNTY AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS BY VALUE 

2016 ($ MILLIONS) 

Grapes, Wine $587 

Milk, Market, Fluid $146 
I 

Poulty, unspecified 
1• $41 

Livestock products, misc ■ $31 
I 

Cattle & Calves, unspecified I $21 
I 

Nursery, woody ornamentals I $14 
I 

Nursery products, misc I $13 
I 

Vegetables, unspecified I $10 
I 

Sheep & Lambs, unspecified I $8 
I 

Apples, All I $5 
I 

SOURCE: CA DFA/ Avalanche Consulting 
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Tourism 

In 2016, visitors to Sonoma County spent approximately $3,630 per resident of the 

county – a higher share than the San Francisco Bay Area ($3,440 per resident) and 

California ($2,930). Among benchmarks, Sonoma County ranked 4th – behind Santa 

Barbara County ($4,470), San Luis Obispo County ($5,420), and Monterey County 

($6,250). 

From 2010 to 2016, Sonoma County visitor spending was the fastest growing of 

any benchmarks – rising 38% – compared to 30% in the San Francisco Bay Area 

and 24% statewide. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Although different from traditional exports of goods and services, Tourism can be 

considered an export industry. Visitors come to a community, bringing outside 

dollars, which they in turn spend locally – on lodging, food, entertainment, craft 

products, and more. Tourism allows a community to leverage its assets to bring in 

outside dollars and raise local wealth. 

VISITOR SPENDING PER RESIDENT 

2016 

Monterey County, CA $6,250 

San Luis Obispo County, CA $5,420 

Santa Barbara County, CA $4,470 

Sonoma County, CA $3,630 

Sacramento County, CA $1,900 

Ada County, ID $1,690 

Spokane County, WA $1,660 

San Francisco Bay Area $3,440 

CA $2,930 

US n/a 

SOURCE: Dean Runyan Associates / Avalanche Consulting 

GROWTH IN VISITOR SPENDING 

2010 –  2016 

Sonoma County, CA 38% 

Monterey County, CA 34% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 30% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 29% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 28% 

Spokane County, WA 26% 

Sacramento County, CA 22% 

San Francisco Bay Area 30% 

CA 24% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: Dean Runyan Associates / Avalanche Consulting 
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Retail Sales 

In California, Sales & Use Tax revenues account for 22% of general fund revenues, 

and in Sonoma County they account for approximately 6% of the 2017 general 

fund. Sales & Use Tax revenues in Sonoma County took a dip during the recession 

but have grown steadily from $46.8 million in 2010 to a high of $63.9 million in 

2015. 

Relative to benchmark communities in California, Sonoma County receives a high 

share of Sales & Use Tax revenues at $127 per capita. Only San Luis Obispo 

County received a higher share at $138 per capita. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Retail sales offer another measure of strength in a local economy. High retail sales 

can mean that residents have both wealth and local businesses at which to spend 

their money. High retail sales can also reflect a strong visitors’ economy. Sales 

taxes are also an important source of local government revenue, along with 

property taxes, and thus contribute to the ability of governments to provide 

services, invest in infrastructure, and maintain overall operations. 

SONOMA CONTY –  SALES & USE TAX REVENUES (MILLIONS), 

2005 –  2015 

$70 
$63.9 

$61.0 $60.0 $59.0 $57.9 $58.7 
$60 $56.3 

$52.9 $53.1 
$49.7 

$50 $46.8 

$40 

$30 

$20 

$10 

$0 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

SOURCE: CA State Board of Equalization / Avalanche Consulting 

CALIFORNIA BENCHMARK SALES & USE TAX REVENUE PER CAPITA 

2015 

$119 

$135 

$106 

$111 

$113 

$127 

$138 

CA 

San Francisco Bay Area 

Sacramento County, CA 

Monterey County, CA 

Santa Barbara County, CA 

Sonoma County, CA 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 

SOURCE: CA State Board of Equalization / Avalanche Consulting 
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Taxes 
It is difficult to assess local taxes directly, as they may vary widely by jurisdiction. 
When deciding whether to remain in a location or where to open a new operation, 
businesses will often compare state taxes as part of their decision matrix. California 
has a higher income tax than all surrounding states. Property taxes, while high, are 
more comparable with neighbors. 

At 8.84%, California has the highest corporate income tax rate among benchmarks. 
Property taxes (as a percentage of owner-occupied housing value) at 0.72% are less 
onerous than half the benchmarked states – ahead of Idaho (0.75%), Washington 
(0.93%), Oregon (0.98%), and Texas (1.63%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

State and local tax rates can affect the profits of businesses and the desirability 
of a location, depending on the industry. Corporations and individuals may prefer 
locations with lower income taxes. High personal property taxes may discourage 
businesses from investing in new machinery and equipment. 

STATE TOP CORPORATE INCOME TAX RATE 
2017 

Texas 0.00% 

Nevada 0.00% 

Washington 0.00% 

Colorado 4.63% 

Arizona 4.90% 

Utah 5.00% 

Idaho 7.40% 

Oregon 7.60% 

California 8.84% 

SOURCE: Tax Foundation / Avalanche Consulting 

PROPERTY T

l~--
AXES PAID AS A PERCENTAGE OF OWNER-OCCUPED 

Colorado 

Utah 

Arizona 
1~--

HOUSING VALUE, 2017 

0.55% 

0.64% 

0.66% 

Nevada 0.68% 

California 0.72% 

Idaho 0.75% 

Washington 0.93% 

Oregon 0.98% 

Texas 1.63% 

SOURCE: Tax Foundation / Avalanche Consulting 
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Talent & Education 

The search for skilled workers has become one of the most important factors affecting modern businesses. Today most jobs require some level of post-secondary education – 
from a certificate to a master’s degree. Communities that wish to help their existing businesses grow and their residents find rewarding career opportunities are fostering 
partnerships among private employers, educators, and local students. These partnerships help ensure that businesses can find the skills they need and that residents are 
connected to training that will help them stay local and advance their future. This section examines Sonoma County’s population – examining topics that include population 
growth, migration trends, educational attainment, student performance, labor force trends, income levels, ethnic diversity, educational disparities, and more. 

Key Takeaways 

• Population growth in Sonoma County has trailed all benchmarks and was nearly half the overall San Francisco Bay Area’s growth rate over the past five years. 
• Slow population growth, combined with strong job growth, has contributed to low unemployment and a tight labor market. 
• The largest age cohort in Sonoma County is residents over 65 years old. This is also the fastest growing age group. As a whole, Sonoma County is aging more rapidly 

than the nation and losing residents under 25 years old. 
• Migration into Sonoma County has been net positive. In general, residents migrating into the county are coming from the south – primarily other parts of the Bay Area 

and Southern California. Residents migrating out of the county are moving north to Northern California and Oregon. 
• Taken as a whole, Sonoma County is relatively well-educated – with a high share of residents graduating high school, attaining some college or an associate’s degree, or 

earning a bachelor’s degree or higher. These overall levels obscure a significant educational attainment gap between Latino and White residents of Sonoma County. 
Only 60% of Latino residents have a high school degree compared to 96% of White residents, and 13% of Latino residents have a bachelor’s degree or higher 
compared to 40% of White residents. 

• The share of students in PreK-12 schools in Sonoma County is relatively low, and the total number of students is declining faster than any benchmarks. 
• Overall students in Sonoma County are performing well – with relatively strong high school graduation rates, a low share of students qualifying for free lunches, and high 

test scores for elementary and secondary students. Underneath these numbers are significant disparities. Latino students, who make up the largest share of local students, 
– perform well below White students on tests at all levels – indicating a clear need for additional resources to support their educational success. 

• Labor force participation rates in Sonoma County are above the national average, but the size of the active labor force under 65 years old shrank over the past five 
years – indicating severe labor shortages. 

• Sonoma County has an above average share of workers nearing retirement – which will put further strain on the labor market in the next ten years. 
• One in ten residents of Sonoma County are not US citizens, and although foreign-born non-citizens are actually more likely to be working than native citizens, they earn 

lower incomes and are more likely to live below the poverty line. 
• Although Sonoma County has a relatively high median household income and low overall poverty, prosperity is not evenly distributed – with pockets of poverty 

throughout the county and lower incomes among Latino and other minority residents. 
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Population Growth 

Sonoma County’s population has grown slowly but steadily over the past decade at 

a compound annual growth rate of 0.8%. From 2011 to 2016, this translated to 

3.1% total population growth – only slightly slower than the US (3.7% growth) and 

California (4.1%). 

Population growth in Sonoma County has trailed all benchmark communities over the 

same period. The fastest growing benchmarks were Ada County (Boise), ID at 

10.8%, followed by Sacramento County (5.5%), and Spokane County, WA (5.3%). 

At 6.0% growth, the San Francisco Bay Area’s population grew nearly twice as 

quickly as Sonoma County’s. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Population growth is one of the base indicators of overall economic prosperity in 

a community. A growing population shows that a community has assets and job 

opportunities that retain residents and attract new workers. A growing population 

also reassures businesses that they will have workers and customers in the future. 

SONOMA COUNTY –  TOTAL POPULATION 

2006 –  2016 

600,000 

503K 495K 499K 502K 
480K 485K 488K 491K 

500,000 465K 467K 473K 

400,000 

300,000 

200,000 

100,000 

0 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

BENCHMARK POPULATION GROWTH 

2011 –  2016 

Ada County (Boise), ID 10.8%

Sacramento County, CA 5.5% 

Spokane County, WA 5.3% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 4.5% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 4.0% 

Monterey County, CA 3.2% 

Sonoma County, CA 3.1% 

San Francisco Bay Area 6.0% 

CA 4.1% 

US 3.7% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Age Distribution 
Sonoma County’s population is older than the US average. In 2016, 33% of 
Sonoma County’s population was over 55 years old, compared to 28% nationally. 
Conversely, 29% of Sonoma County’s population was under 24 years old, 
compared to 33% nationally. 

Residents over 65 years old were the fastest growing segment of Sonoma County’s 
population from 2011 to 2016 – growing 30%. This was also the fastest growing 
segment nationally, but only at 19%. Sonoma County also gained residents age 25 
to 34 (5% growth), 35 to 44 (3%), and 55 to 64 (3%). The county lost residents 
under 15 (-4%), 15 to 24 (-8%), and 45 to 54 (-8%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

The age distribution of a population can help us better understand where to 
prioritize community investments. Changing age distribution within a community has 
widespread implications for public investments in areas such as health care, 
education, and workforce training. The age distribution also may highlight where 
tightness exists in the local labor market. 

POPULATION DISTRIBUTION BY AGE 
2016 

Sonoma County ■ US 
17% 

< 15 
19% 

12% 
15 to 24 14% 

13%25 to 34 14% 
12%35 to 44 13% 

13%
45 to 54 13% 

15% 
55 to 64 

13% 
18%65 + 

15% 
SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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POPULATION GROWTH BY AGE 
2011 – 2016 

-, 
■ Sonoma County ■ US 

< 15 -4%
-1% 

15 to 24 -8% 

,.. 
0% 

25 to 34 5% 
6% 

35 to 44 3%
0% -8% 

45 to 54 
-4% 

3% 
55 to 64 9% 

65 + 30%
19% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Median Age 

At 42.1, Sonoma County has the highest median age of any benchmark communities 

– including the San Francisco Bay Area (38.2), California (36.4), and the US (37.9). 

The youngest benchmark communities were Santa Barbara County (33.8), Monterey 

County (34.0), and Sacramento County (36.0). 

The median age is also rising more quickly in Sonoma County than all benchmarks. 

From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County’s median age increased by 1.9 years – higher 

than the San Francisco Bay Area (0.7 year increase), California (1.0), and the US 

(0.6). Only one benchmark community got younger over this period – San Luis 

Obispo County, which saw its median age decline by 1.5 years. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

The age distribution of a population can help us better understand where to 

prioritize community investments. Changing age distribution within a community has 

widespread implications for public investments in areas such as health care, 

education, and workforce training. The age distribution also may highlight where 

tightness exists in the local labor market. 

BENCHMARK MEDIAN AGE 

2016 

Santa Barbara County, CA 33.8 

Monterey County, CA 34.0 

Sacramento County, CA 36.0 

Ada County (Boise), ID 36.6 

Spokane County, WA 37.3 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 38.8 

Sonoma County, CA 42.1 

San Francisco Bay Area 38.2 

CA 36.4 

US 37.9 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

CHANGE IN MEDIAN AGE 

2011 –  2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA -1.5 

Spokane County, WA 0.0 

Santa Barbara County, CA 0.8 

Sacramento County, CA 1.0 

Monterey County, CA 1.2 

Ada County (Boise), ID 1.4 

Sonoma County, CA 1.9 

San Francisco Bay Area 

-
0.7 

CA 1.0 

US 0.6 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Migration 
According to IRS statistics, from 2011 to 2015, Sonoma County received net positive 
migration of 7,341 new residents, but the movement of residents in and out of the 
county offers some useful insights. The top net destinations of out-migrating residents 
were often to Northern California and Oregon. After Vallejo (702 net out-migrants) 
and Sacramento (641), the top destinations were Clearlake (333), Portland (256), 
Bend (160), Medford (147), and Red Bluff (110). 

The top net sources of in-migrating residents were generally from the south, led by 
Marin County (3,026), San Francisco (1,471), San Mateo County (978), Los Angeles 
(753), and Alameda County (723). 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Residents move in and out of communities on a regular basis. Decisions to migrate 
to another city may have a variety of motivations – work transfers, cost of living, 
pursuit of education, cultural differences, and more. Individuals and families makes 
their own decisions, but for planning purposes, it helps to understand who is 
moving and where from and to they are migrating. 

TOP 15 DESTINATIONS OF OUT-MIGRATING RESIDENTS 
2011 – 2015 

-702 Vallejo, CA 
-641 Sacramento, CA 

-333 Clearlake, CA 
-256 Portland, OR 

-160 Bend, OR 
-147 Medford, OR 

-110 Red Bluff, CA 
-106 Truckee, CA 

-97 
-95 ..... 

Eugene, OR 
Grants Pass, OR 

-89 Boise, ID 
-81 Seattle, WA 
-71 ~ Roseburg, OR 
-67 ~ Dallas, TX 
-61 

I 
Redding, CA 

SOURCE: US IRS / Avalanche Consulting 

TOP 15 SOURCES OF IN-MIGRATING RESIDENTS 
2011 – 2015 

Marin County, CA 3,026 
San Francisco, CA 1,471 

San Mateo County, CA 978 
Los Angeles, CA 753 

Alameda County, CA 723 
Santa Clara County, CA 483 

Contra Costa County, CA 
iah, CA 250 

Eure
.. 352 

Uk
ka, CA 225 

New York, NY 

-
183 

Riverside, CA ---• 166 
San Diego, CA 152 

Napa, CA 139 
Tuscon, AZ • • • 

135 
Salinas, CA 113 

SOURCE: US IRS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Migrating Characteristics 
The data below comes from the US Census American Community Survey, which does 
not provide location information similar to the IRS data on the previous page, but 
does offer some demographic characteristics of migrating residents. The total 
numbers do not, however, match exactly as they come from different sources. 

The Census migration statistics show that from 2010 to 2015, Sonoma County 
gained residents through migration in all age groups except 18 to 24-year-olds, of 
which the county lost 8,109 – likely showing college age students leaving the area. 
The largest shares of in-migrants were 25 to 34 and over 65 years old. New 
residents came in all income brackets except No Income, where the county lost 783. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Residents move in and out of communities on a regular basis. Decisions to migrate 
to another city may have a variety of motivations – work transfers, cost of living, 
pursuit of education, cultural differences, and more. Individuals and families makes 
their own decisions, but for planning purposes, it helps to understand who is 
moving and where from and to they are migrating. 

NET MIGRATION INTO SONOMA COUNTY BY AGE 
2010 – 2015 

< 18 ■ 635 

18 to 24 
-8,109 

25 to 34 6,165 

35 to 44 

--
■ 774 

45 to 54 2,439 

55 to 64 4,116 

65 + 6,272 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

NET MIGRATION INTO SONOMA COUNTY BY INCOME 
2010 – 2015 

No income -783 ■ 
< $25,000 

• 
5,982 

$25,000 - $50,000 955 

$50,000 - $75,000 2,468 

> $75,000 3,965 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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High School Education 

In 2016, 87% of Sonoma County adult residents (age 25 or higher) had a high 

school degree or equivalent – the same as the San Francisco Bay Area and US and 

slightly above California (82%). Among benchmark communities, Sonoma County 

ranked fourth. Ada County (Boise), ID had the highest share at 95%, followed by 

Spokane County, WA (94%), San Luis Obispo County (92%). 

Sonoma County ranked last in growth in the share of residents with a high school 

degree, with a 0.5% increase from 2011 to 2016. Over the same period, the share 

of adults with a high school degree increased by 0.9% in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, 1.4% in California, and 1.5% nationally. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

The modern economy is increasingly knowledge-intensive. New jobs often require 

education beyond a high-school diploma – ranging from a certificate to a 

master’s degree. Due to this growing reliance on skills and training, connecting 

population to educational opportunities is critical to ensuring that residents can 

find productive career opportunities and that businesses can find the workforce 

they need to maintain and grow operations. 

SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH A HIGH SCHOOL DEGREE 

OR EQUIVALENT, 2016 

Ada County (Boise), ID 95% 

Spokane County, WA 94% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 92% 

Sonoma County, CA 88% 

Sacramento County, CA 86% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 80% 

Monterey County, CA 70% 

San Francisco Bay Area 87% 

CA 82% 

US 87% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

% CHANGE IN SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH A HIGH 

SCHOOL DEGREE OR EQUIVALENT, 2011 –  2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 2.2% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 1.9% 

Monterey County, CA 1.3% 

Spokane County, WA 1.2% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 1.1% 

Sacramento County, CA 0.5% 

Sonoma County, CA 0.5% 

San Francisco Bay Area 0.9% 

CA 1.4% 

US 1.5% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Some College or Associate Degree 

Sonoma County has a higher share of adult residents with some college or an 

associate degree – at 35% of adults compared to 26% in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, 29% in California, and 29% nationally. The only benchmark communities with 

a higher share of adults with some college or an associate degree were Spokane 

County, WA (40%) and San Luis Obispo County (37%). 

From 2011 to 2016, the share of adults with some college or an associate degree 

increased by 1.7 percentage points – second only to Spokane County, WA (3.1%) 

among benchmarks. Over the same period, the share of adults with some college or 

an associate degree declined in the Bay Area (-1.1%) and California (-0.7%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

The modern economy is increasingly knowledge-intensive. New jobs often require 

education beyond a high-school diploma – ranging from a certificate to a 

master’s degree. Due to this growing reliance on skills and training, connecting 

population to educational opportunities is critical to ensuring existing and new 

businesses the workforce they need. 

SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH SOME COLLEGE OR AN 

ASSOCIATE DEGREE, 2016 

Spokane County, WA 40% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 37% 

Sonoma County, CA 35% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 35% 

Sacramento County, CA 34% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 31% 

Monterey County, CA 26% 

San Francisco Bay Area 26% 

CA 29% 

US 29% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

% CHANGE IN SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH SOME 

COLLEGE OR AN ASSOCIATE DEGREE, 2011 –  2016 

Spokane County, WA 3.1% 

Sonoma County, CA 1.7% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 0.6% 

Monterey County, CA 0.6% 

Ada County (Boise), ID -0.3% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA -0.5% -2.4% 

Sacramento County, CA 

San Francisco Bay Area -1.1% 

CA -0.7% 

US 0.0% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Bachelor’s Degree & Higher 
A high share (34%) of Sonoma County adult residents held a bachelor’s degree or 

higher in 2016 – below the San Francisco Bay Area (44%) but above California 

(33%) and the US (31%). Only Ada County (Boise), ID (38%) and San Luis Obispo 

County (36%) had higher shares among benchmarks. 

From 2011 to 2016, the share of adults in Sonoma County with a bachelor’s degree 

or higher grew by 1.7 percentage points – a lower increase than all but two 

benchmarks. Over the same time period, the share of adults with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher increased 3.8% in the Bay Area, 2.6% in California, and 2.8% 

nationally. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

The modern economy is increasingly knowledge-intensive. New jobs often require 

education beyond a high-school diploma – ranging from a certificate to a 

master’s degree. Due to this growing reliance on skills and training, connecting 

population to educational opportunities is critical to ensuring existing and new 

businesses the workforce they need. 

SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH A BACHELOR’S DEGREE OR 

HIGHER, 2016 

Ada County (Boise), ID 38% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 36% 

Sonoma County, CA 34% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 32% 

Spokane County, WA 31% 

Sacramento County, CA 30% 

Monterey County, CA 25% 

San Francisco Bay Area 44% 

CA 33% 

US 31% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

% CHANGE IN ADULT POPULATION WITH A BACHELOR’S DEGREE 

OR HIGHER, 2011 –  2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 5.5%

Sacramento County, CA 2.2% 

Monterey County, CA 2.0% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 1.8% 

Sonoma County, CA 1.7% 

Spokane County, WA 0.5% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 0.0% 
• 

San Francisco Bay Area 3.8% 

CA 2.6% 

US 2.8% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Educational Attainment Gap 
In 2016, Sonoma County faced a significant gap in educational attainment between 
the White and Latino populations. At that time, 60% of Latino residents had a high 
school degree or equivalent, compared to 96% of White residents – a gap of 
36%. This was greater than the gap of 32% in California and 26% nationally. The 
educational attainment gap was also high for advanced degrees – with 13% of 
Latino adults in Sonoma County holding a bachelor’s degree or higher compared to 
40% of White adults – a 27% gap. The same gap was 31% in California and 20% 
nationally. 

Note: This focuses on Latino and White students, because they are the largest groups 
in Sonoma County. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Ensuring that all residents are able to receive the education necessary for success 
is critical to inclusive economic development. If residents are not able to engage in 
the modern, knowledge-intensive workforce then they will often be left behind 
with few well-paying job options. Similarly, employers will be unable to find 
prospective employees from a large share of the local talent pool. 

SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH A HIGH SCHOOL DEGREE 
OR EQUIVALENT, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

60% 
Sonoma County 

96% 

63%
California 

95% 

67%
US 

93% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

SHARE OF ADULT POPULATION WITH A BACHELOR’S DEGREE OR 
HIGHER, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

13%
Sonoma County 

40% 

12%
California 

43% 

15%
US 

35% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Education Pipeline 

In 2016, Sonoma County had 16 PreK-12 students per 100 residents – the second 

lowest among benchmark communities. The San Francisco Bay Area had 17 students 

per 100 residents, California had 19, and the US had 18. The highest share among 

benchmarks were in Monterey County (21), Ada County (Boise), ID (20), and 

Sacramento County (19). 

From 2011 to 2016, the number of PreK-12 students in Sonoma County shrank by 

6.6% - the largest decline among benchmarks. Nationally, the number of students 

also declined, but only by 0.5%, and California saw a decline of 2.2%. Conversely, 

Monterey County saw an increase of 5.6%. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 

of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 

generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 

the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 

community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 

student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

NUMBER OF PRE K-12 STUDENTS PER 100 RESIDENTS 

2016 

Monterey County, CA 21 

Ada County (Boise), ID 20 

Sacramento County, CA 19 

Santa Barbara County, CA 18 

Spokane County, WA 17 

Sonoma County, CA 16 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 14 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------

San Francisco Bay Area 17 

CA 19 

US 18 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF PRE K-12 STUDENTS 

2011 –  2016 

Monterey County, CA 5.6% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 5.5% 

Spokane County, WA 4.8% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 0.6% 

Sacramento County, CA -0.4% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA -1.2% 

-6.6% Sonoma County, CA 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 

San Francisco Bay Area 0.7% 

CA -2.2% 

US -0.5% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Student Needs 

At 84% in 2016, the high school graduation rate in Sonoma County ranked fourth 

among benchmarks and slightly above California (83%). The highest graduation 

rates were in San Luis Obispo County (92%), Santa Barbara County (88%), and 

Monterey County (85%). 

Sonoma County had the lowest share of students qualifying for a free lunch among 

benchmarks at 34%. Statewide, 49% of students qualified for a free lunch, and in 

Monterey County the share was 60%. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 

of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 

generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 

the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 

community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 

student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES 

2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 92% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 88% 

Monterey County, CA 85% 

Sonoma County, CA 84% 

Spokane County, WA 82% 

Sacr amento County, CA 81% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 76% 

San Francisco Bay Area 84% 

CA 83% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / WA & ID Equivalents / Avalanche Consulting 

SHARE OF STUDENTS QUALIFYING FOR FREE LUNCH 

2016 

Sonoma County, CA 34% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 34% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 49% 

Sacramento County, CA 49% 

Monterey County, CA 60% 

Spokane County, WA n/a 

Ada County (Boise), ID n/a 

San Francisco Bay Area 36% 

CA 49% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 
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Highest Student Need Schools 
Although overall Sonoma County had a low share of students qualifying for a free 
lunch, the share of students in need was not evenly spread across the county. 

The local schools with the highest share of students qualifying for a free lunch were 
Kashia Elementary (92%), Roseland (76%), Horicon Elementary (75%), Fort Ross 
Elementary (71%), and Bellevue Union Elementary (63%). 

The local schools with the lowest share of students qualifying for a free lunch were 
Waugh Elementary (11%), Gravenstein Union Elementary (12%), Twin Hills Union 
Elementary (13%), Kenwood (15%), and Bennett Valley Union Elementary (15%). 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 
of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 
generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 
the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 
community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 
student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

SONOMA COUNTY SCHOOLS – RANKED BY SHARE OF STUDENTS QUALIFYING FOR FREE LUNCH 
2016 

100% 92% 

76% 75% 71%80% 
63% 59% 56%60% 

40% 

50% 47% 46% 46% 44% 43% 42% 39% 36% 35% 34% 34% 32% 32% 31% 29% 28% 28% 27% 27% 26% 24% 24% 23% 21% 21% 18% 18% 16% 15% 15% 13% 12% 11%20% 

0% 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 
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Elementary Student Achievement 

Elementary school students in Sonoma County tested above state averages and the 

second highest among benchmark communities. In 2016, 45% of Sonoma County 

third graders tested at or above the literacy test standard – above the California 

average of 42%. Only San Luis Obispo County students tested higher among 

benchmarks at 49%. 

On grade 3 math tests, 45% of Sonoma County students tested at or above the 

standard – the same as the California average (45%). Again, only San Luis Obispo 

County students tested higher among benchmarks at 52%. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 

of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 

generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 

the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 

community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 

student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 3 LITERACY TEST 

STANDARD, 2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 49% 

Sonoma County, CA 45% 

Sacramento County, CA 38% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 35% 

Monterey County, CA 28% 

Spokane County, WA n/a 

Ada County (Boise), ID n/a 

San Francisco Bay Area 46% 

CA 42% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 3 MATH TEST 

STANDARD, 2016 

I 
San Luis Obispo County, CA 52% 

Sonoma County, CA 45% 

Sacramento County, CA 41% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 39% 

Monterey County, CA 31% 

Spokane County, WA n/a 

Ada County (Boise), ID n/a 

San Francisco Bay Area 51% 

CA 45% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 

Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 57 



Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT 

05 

Elementary Achievement Gap 
Despite high overall scores, elementary school student achievements were not evenly 
spread between White and Latino students in Sonoma County. Latino students 
comprised the largest share, 47%, of those tested, and White students comprised 
43%. (Statewide, Latino elementary students comprised 55%, and White students 
23%). 

On grade 3 literacy tests, only 30% of Latino students in Sonoma County scored at 
or above standard – compared to 60% of White students. On grade 3 math tests, 
32% of Latino students scored at or above standard, compared to 58% of White 
students. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 
of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 
generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 
the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 
community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 
student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 3 LITERACY TEST 
STANDARD, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

30% 
Sonoma County 

60.0% 

30% 
California 

60.0% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 3 MATH TEST 
STANDARD, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

32% 
Sonoma County 

58% 

34%
California 

63% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Secondary Student Achievement 

Secondary school students in Sonoma County tested above state averages and the 

highest among benchmark communities. In 2016, 61% of Sonoma County eleventh 

graders tested at or above the literacy test standard – above the California 

average of 59%. 

On grade 11 math tests, 34% of Sonoma County students tested at or above the 

standard – above the California average of 32%. 

Only San Francisco Bay Area students tested higher on both tests. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 11 LITERACY TEST 

STANDARD, 2016 

Sonoma County, CA 61% 

Sacramento County, CA 56% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 55% 

Monterey County, CA 54% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 53% 

Spokane County, WA n/a 

Ada County (Boise), ID n/a 

San Francisco Bay Area 62% 

CA 59% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 

of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 

generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 

the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 

community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 

student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 11 MATH TEST 

STANDARD, 2016 

Sonoma County, CA 34% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 32% 

Sacramento County, CA 31% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 30% 

Monterey County, CA 25% 

Spokane County, WA n/a 

Ada County (Boise), ID n/a 

San Francisco Bay Area 38%

CA 32% 

US n/a 

SOURCE: CA Department of Education / Avalanche Consulting 
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Secondary Achievement Gap 
Sonoma County may have the highest overall eleventh grade test scores among 
benchmarks, but secondary school student achievements were not evenly spread 
between White and Latino students. White students comprised the largest share, 
46%, of those tested, and Latino students comprised 42%. (Statewide, Latino 
secondary students comprised 52%, and White students 25%). 

On grade 11 literacy tests, only 46% of Latino students in Sonoma County scored at 
or above standard – compared to 74% of White. On grade 11 math tests, 19% of 
Latino students scored at or above standard, compared to 46% of White students. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 11 LITERACY TEST 
STANDARD, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

46% 
Sonoma County 

74% 

50% 
California 

71% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Children and adults currently in the education system represent the future pipeline 
of workers for a community. Communities with high quality educational systems 
generally see increased employment opportunities and reduced unemployment in 
the long-term. Quality school systems and strong graduation rates also make a 
community more attractive to employers and prospective family residents. Gaps in 
student achievement also demonstrate areas that require additional investment. 

SHARE OF STUDENTS AT OR ABOVE GRADE 11 MATH TEST 
STANDARD, 2016 

■ Latino ■ White 

19%
Sonoma County 

46%

20%
California 

44% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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College Students 

College students make up approximately 8 out of 100 residents of Sonoma County 

– the third highest share among benchmarks, the same share as the San Francisco 

Bay Area and California, and above the US share of 7 per 100 residents. Only San 

Luis Obispo County (13 students per 100 residents) and Santa Barbara County (13) 

had higher shares among benchmarks. 

From 2011 to 2016, the number of students enrolled in college declined 3% 

nationally. Sonoma County also lost college students but only 1%. Monterey County 

saw the highest growth among benchmarks at 10%, followed by San Luis Obispo 

County (7%) and Santa Barbara County (7%). 

NUMBER OF STUDENTS ENROLLED IN COLLEGE PER 100 

RESIDENTS, 2016 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 13 

Santa Barbara County, CA 13 

Sonoma County, CA 8 

Monterey County, CA 8 

Ada County (Boise), ID 8 

Spokane County, WA 7 

Sacramento County, CA 7 

San Francisco Bay Area 8 

CA 8 

US 7 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Post-secondary education institutions are critical players in modern economic 

development. Today employers need workers with a range of skills and technical 

training – from certificates to master’s degrees. Aligning educational resources 

with employers needs will help local business succeed and connect students with 

promising careers. 

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF STUDENTS ENROLLED IN COLLEGE, 

2011 –  2016 

Monterey County, CA 10% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 7% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 7% 

Spokane County, WA 1% 

Sonoma County, CA -1% I 
• 

Sacramento County, CA -6% -17% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 

San Francisco Bay Area 0% 

CA 

US -3% -• 1% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Post-Secondary Degrees Awarded 

In 2015, Sonoma County awarded 17 diplomas for every 100 college students – a 

higher share than the San Francisco Bay Area (14 diplomas per 100 students) and 

California (13). Sacramento County awarded the highest number of diplomas per 

100 students at 57, followed by Spokane County, WA (25) and San Luis Obispo 

County (23). 

From 2010 to 2015, the number of diplomas awarded in Sonoma County grew 

14%. This rise in diplomas coinciding with a decline in enrollment indicates that 

although fewer students are attending college locally, more are completing their 

education and receiving degrees. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

Post-secondary education institutions are critical players in modern economic 

development. Today employers need workers with a range of skills and technical 

training – from certificates to master’s degrees. Aligning educational resources 

with employers’ needs will help local businesses succeed and connect students with 

promising careers. 

NUMBER OF DIPLOMAS AWARDED PER 100 COLLEGE STUDENTS, 

2015 

Sacramento County, CA 57 

Spokane County, WA 25 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 23 

Santa Barbara County, CA 17 

Sonoma County, CA 17 

Monterey County, CA 14 

Ada County (Boise), ID ■ 4 

San Francisco Bay Area 14 

CA 13 

US 18 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / IPEDS / Avalanche Consulting 

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF DIPLOMAS AWARDED 

2010 –  2015 

Sacramento County, CA 30% 

Monterey County, CA 30% 

Ada County (Boise), ID 29% 

San Luis Obispo County, CA 24% 

Sonoma County, CA 14% 

Spokane County, WA 7% 

Santa Barbara County, CA 5% 

San Francisco Bay Area 

CA 

- 16% 

20% 

US 12% 

SOURCE: US Census ACS / IPEDS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Santa Rosa Junior College is the largest post-secondary education institution in
Sonoma County – with an enrollment of 35,700 in 2015. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS), in 2015 Santa Rosa Junior College awarded 3,156 certificates and
2,197 associate degrees.

The top certificate fields awarded were Public Safety (1,276), Health Care (886),
Mechanics & Repair Technicians (290), Business (191), and Human Sciences (120).
The top associate fields awarded were Social Sciences (579), Health Care (273),
Interdisciplinary Studies (259), Business (170), and Liberal Arts (134).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Post-secondary education institutions are critical players in modern economic
development. Today employers need workers with a range of skills and technical
training – from certificates to master’s degrees. Aligning educational resources
with employers needs will help local businesses succeed and connect students with
promising careers.

SANTA ROSA JUNIOR COLLEGE
TOP DEGREE AWARDS BY FIELD – CERTIFICATE, 2015

Public Safety 1,276
Health Care 886

Mechanics & Repair Tech. 290
Business 191

Human Sciences 120
Personal & Culinary Svcs.

-
104

Computer & IT
-

84
Visual & Performing Arts

---72
Precision Production ■ 42

Agriculture I 30
Engineering Tech. 19

Comm. Tech. 17
Public Admin. & Social Svcs. 13

Parks, Rec., & Fitness 7
Legal 3

Natural Res. 2

SOURCE: IPEDS/ Avalanche Consulting 

SANTA ROSA JUNIOR COLLEGE
TOP DEGREE AWARDS BY FIELD – ASSOCIATE, 2015
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Interdisiplinary Studies 259
Business 170

Liberal Arts 134
Psychology 119

Public Safety 113
Visual & Performing Arts 75

Communication 68
Agriculture 48

Human Sciences
--

35
History 31

Physical Sciences
--

30
Math 30

Parks, Rec., & Fitness

-
25

English

-
E 25

SOURCE: IPEDS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Sonoma State University is the second largest post-secondary education institution in
Sonoma County and part of the Cal State System, the largest four-year public
university system in the United States. Sonoma State had an enrollment of 8,615 in
2015. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), in 2015 Sonoma State awarded
1,949 bachelor’s degrees and 191 master’s degrees.

The top bachelor’s fields awarded were Business (357), Social Sciences (245),
Psychology (197), Liberal Arts (147), and Public Safety (93). The top master’s fields
awarded were Education (63), Business (58), Health Care (29), and English (9).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Post-secondary education institutions are critical players in modern economic
development. Today employers need workers with a range of skills and technical
training – from certificates to master’s degrees. Aligning educational resources
with employers needs will help local businesses succeed and connect students with
promising careers.

SONOMA STATE UNIVERSITY
TOP DEGREE AWARDS BY FIELD – BACHELOR’S, 2015

SONOMA STATE UNIVERSITY
TOP DEGREE AWARDS BY FIELD – MASTER’S, 2015

SOURCE: IPEDS/ Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: IPEDS / Avalanche Consulting 
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SHARE OF YOUNG PROFESSIONALS (RESIDENTS 25-44) 

2016

GROWTH IN YOUNG PROFESSIONALS 

(RESIDENTS 25-44), 2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Young Professionals
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Young professionals made up 25% of Sonoma County residents in 2016 – a lower

share than most benchmarks, the San Francisco Bay Area (29%), California (28%),

and US (26%). The benchmarks with the highest share of young professionals were

Sacramento County (28%), Ada County (Boise), ID (28%), and Monterey County

(27%).

From 2011 to 2016, the number of young professionals in Sonoma County grew 4%

– the same rate as national growth but below California (5% growth) and the San

Francisco Bay Area (7%). The young professional population in Spokane County,

WA grew 11% over the same period.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Young Professionals (residents aged 25 to 44 years old) represent a critical

segment of a local workforce for companies seeking to hire new workers with the

latest skills and knowledge. Recruiting and retaining residents in this age cohort

helps ensure a community has a healthy mix of working age residents and can

supply a growing labor force for local businesses.

■ 
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SHARE OF YOUNG PROFESSIONALS WITH SOME COLLEGE OR 

ASSOCIATE DEGREE, 2016

SHARE OF YOUNG PROFESSIONALS WITH A BACHELOR’S DEGREE 

OR HIGHER, 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Young Professional Education
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Young professionals in Sonoma County have a high share of some college or

associate, but a lower share of bachelor’s degrees. In 2016, 35% of young

professionals (residents aged 25 to 44 years) had some college or an associate

degree – the third highest among benchmarks and above the San Francisco Bay

Area (23%), California (28%), and the US (29%).

Only 30% of Sonoma County young professionals have a bachelor’s degree or

higher – compared to 35% of the overall local population, 50% of the San

Francisco Bay Area young professionals and 35% in California and the US.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Young Professionals (residents aged 25 to 44 years old) represent a critical

segment of a local workforce for companies seeking to hire new workers with the

latest skills and knowledge. Recruiting and retaining residents in this age cohort

helps ensure a community has a healthy mix of working age residents and can

supply a growing labor force for local businesses.
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Labor force participation rates in Sonoma County among 25- to 64-year-olds have
held relatively steady over the past decade – but the overall trend of the past 50
years has been one of slow declines in participation, both nationally and locally.
The latest Census data from 2016 shows a 79% labor force participation rate for
25- to 64-year-olds in Sonoma County – slightly above the national rate of 77%.

Although participation rates remained relatively steady, from 2011 to 2016, the
actual size of the active labor force in Sonoma County declined by 0.5%. This
highlights a tightening of the labor market, when combined with low unemployment.
All other benchmarks saw their active labor force grow over this period.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The size and characteristics of a community’s labor force provides a direct
measure of the available workforce for employers. In contrast to total population,
the labor force measures the number of residents actively participating in the
economy – either currently working or looking for work. Identifying the
populations not participating in the labor force and understanding the barriers
preventing or discouraging them from participating are important elements of
modern workforce development strategies.

LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE – 25 TO 64 YEARS OLD
2006 – 2016

ACTIVE LABOR FORCE GROWTH – 25 TO 64 YEARS OLD
2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Sonoma County’s participating labor force is older and aging more rapidly than the
US average. In 2016, 28% of Sonoma County’s active labor force was over 55
years old – compared to 21% nationally.

From 2011 to 2016, most of the workers that exited Sonoma County’s labor force
were between 45 and 54 years old (5,890 exiting workers). Over the same period,
the local labor force gained 5,448 workers between 25 and 44 years old. The
largest gains to the active labor force were among workers over 65 years old,
where the county gained 10,000 active labor force participants over 65.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The size and characteristics of a community’s labor force provides a direct
measure of the available workforce for employers. In contrast to total population,
the labor force measures the number of residents actively participating in the
economy – either currently working or looking for work. Identifying the
populations not participating in the labor force and understanding the barriers
preventing or discouraging them from participating are important elements of
modern workforce development strategies.

PARTICIPATING LABOR FORCE AGE DISTRIBUTION
2016

■ Sonoma County ■ US

16 to 19 years 4%
4%

9%
20 to 24 years 10%

40%
25 to 44 years 43%

21%
45 to 54 years

21%

55 to 64 years 19%
16%

65 to 74 years 7%
4%

75 years and over 1%
1%

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

NET NEW SONOMA COUNTY WORKERS BY AGE
2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Sonoma County’s participating labor force is slightly less educated than the national
average. In 2016, 12% of the local labor force lacked a high school degree –
compared to 9% nationally. At the other end, 34% of the local labor force had a
bachelor’s degree or higher – compared to 36% nationally.

From 2011 to 2016, 6,700 workers with only a high school degree left the local
labor force. This was slightly offset by gains among workers with some college or
an associate’s degree (3,510 new), less than high school (1,730), and bachelor’s
degrees or higher (670). Note: these numbers only examine the workforce between 25 and 64 years
old. The high share of labor force participants over 64 in Sonoma County likely are well-educated).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The size and characteristics of a community’s labor force provides a direct
measure of the available workforce for employers. In contrast to total population,
the labor force measures the number of residents actively participating in the
economy – either currently working or looking for work. Identifying the
populations not participating in the labor force and understanding the barriers
preventing or discouraging them from participating are important elements of
modern workforce development strategies.

PARTICIPATING LABOR FORCE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
(25 TO 64 YEARS OLD), 2016

NET NEW SONOMA COUNTY WORKERS BY EDUCATION 
(25 TO 64 YEARS OLD), 2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

36%

31%

24%

9%

34%

34%

17%

12%

Bachelor's degree or higher

Some college or associate degree

High school graduate

Less than high school

Sonoma County US

670

3,510

-6,890

1,730

Bachelor's degree or higher

Some college or associate degree

High school graduate

Less than high school

■ ■ 

■ 

-
I 



05

LATINO WORKER SHARE OF ACTIVE LABOR FORCE (ALL AGES) 

2016

GROWTH IN LATINO ACTIVE LABOR FORCE (ALL AGES)

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Latino Labor Force
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Approximately 26% of Sonoma County’s active labor force is Latino – the same

proportion as the overall population of the county.

In recent years, Latino workers were one of the few growing segments of Sonoma

County’s active labor force. From 2011 to 2016, the active Latino labor force grew

15% in Sonoma County – faster than the San Francisco Bay Area (8%), California

(9%), and the US (13%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The size and characteristics of a community’s labor force provides a direct

measure of the available workforce for employers. In contrast to total population,

the labor force measures the number of residents actively participating in the

economy – either currently working or looking for work. Identifying the

populations not participating in the labor force and understanding the barriers

preventing or discouraging them from participating are important elements of

modern workforce development strategies.

--
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SHARE OF EMPLOYED RESIDENTS WORKING FROM HOME

2016

GROWTH IN EMPLOYED RESIDENTS WORKING FROM HOME 

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Working from Home
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Sonoma County has a higher share of residents who work from home than all other

benchmarks. In 2016, 7.3% of Sonoma County’s employed residents worked from

home – compared to 6.2% in the San Francisco Bay Area, 5.8% in California, and

5% nationally.

From 2011 to 2016, the number of employed residents working from home grew

15% in Sonoma County – second only to Sacramento County (45% growth) among

benchmarks. Over the same time period, the number of residents working from

home grew 20% in the Bay Area, 22% in California, and 27% nationally.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Individuals who work from home make up an ever-growing share of the national

economy. Technology and changing industry dynamics increasingly allow people

to work from locations remote from their central office, coworkers, and clients.

These workers do not always appear in traditional employment counts, but it is

important to recognize them and ensure they have resources for success.
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SHARE OF LOCAL JOBS FILLED BY WORKERS

‘NEARING RETIREMENT’ (AGE 55 +), 2016

SHARE OF SONOMA COUNTY INDUSTRY WORKERS 

’NEARING RETIREMENT’ (AGE 55 +), 2016

SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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In 2016, 24% of jobs in Sonoma County were filled by workers who were over 55

years old – or “nearing retirement” in the next 10 to 15 years. This was the highest

share among all benchmarks. In comparison, 22% of San Francisco Bay Area,

California, and US workers were nearing retirement.

The industries with the highest share of ”nearing retirement” workers in Sonoma

County were Natural Resources (28%), Financial Activities (28%), Education &

Health Services (27%), Manufacturing (26%), Government, (26%), and

Professional & Business Services (24%). The local industry with youngest workers

was Leisure & Hospitality (17%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

If a high share of workers are approaching retirement, this may indicate that a

community is about to face significant rounds of hiring and training of replacement

workers. High levels of retirement turnover can be challenging in a tight labor

market, and it is important to identify which occupations and skillsets will be in

increased demand due to retirement.
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VETERAN SHARE OF 18- – 54 YEAR OLD POPULATION

2016

VETERAN SHARE OF 55- 64 YEAR OLD POPULATION

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Veterans
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Sonoma County is home to a relatively large share of younger veterans and a

relatively small share of older veterans. In 2016, veterans made up 3.1% of

Sonoma County residents aged 18 to 54 – the third highest share among

benchmarks and highest share among California counties. In the San Francisco Bay

Area, only 2.0% of residents in this age group were veterans, and in California

2.6%.

Among Sonoma County residents aged 55 to 64, 5% were Veterans, the second

lowest share among benchmarks and below the Bay Area (5.1%) and California

(5.9%). Spokane County, WA and Ada County (Boise), ID had the highest share of

veterans in all ages among benchmarks.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Many employers consider veterans strong candidates for employment due to their

work ethic. Many veterans also exit the military with skills and training in high-

demand from private sector employers – especially in manufacturing, logistics,

and management fields.
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Sonoma County has a relatively diverse population and is growing more diverse
with time. The largest ethnic groups in Sonoma County are White residents (64% of
the population) and Latino residents (26%). The remainder of the population is
Other (including Native American, two or more races, and more – 5%), Asian (4%),
and Black (1%).

From 2011 to 2016, the White population of Sonoma County did not grow, and the
county lost Black (5% decline) and Asian (3% decline) residents – despite strong
growth nationally. The fastest growing groups were Other (47% growth), and
Latino (9%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The racial and ethnic diversity of a community is affected by local geography,
history, industry trends, and culture. Research shows that a diverse population and
inclusive policies contribute to a thriving economy.

POPULATION DISTRIBUTION BY RACE & ETHNICITY
2016

POPULATION GROWTH BY RACE & ETHNICITY
2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 

18%

3%

5%

12%

61%

26%

5%

4%

1%

64%

Latino

Other

Asian

Black

White Alone

Sonoma County US

11%

16%

17%

4%

0%

9%

47%

-3%

-5%

0%

Latino

Other

Asian

Black

White

Sonoma County US■ ■ ■ 

-
··----

■ 



05

SHARE OF POPULATION BORN OVERSEAS

2016

SHARE OF POPULATION WITHOUT CITIZENSHIP

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Foreign-Born Residents
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Approximately 17% of Sonoma County residents were born overseas – more than

the national average but less than half the benchmarks, the San Francisco Bay Area

(30%), and California (27%).

Approximately 7% of these residents are US citizens, leaving 10% of residents as

foreign-born without citizenship – the third highest share among benchmarks behind

Monterey County (22%) and Santa Barbara County (15%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Foreign-born residents contribute significantly to the national economy and local

communities. Immigrants have been a continuous source of new ideas and energy

in the United States, and the national population would not be growing currently

without in-migration from other countries. Undocumented residents and official

resident non-citizens often face challenges gaining access to services and

employment. Ensuring their health and safety is important to overall community

health. These efforts face increased challenges in the current political environment.

--
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There are some obvious differences in economic and social conditions for native
residents, naturalized residents, and non-citizen residents. As a whole, foreign-born
residents (both naturalized and non-citizen) are more likely to be working – with
higher labor force participation and lower unemployment.

Non-citizen residents, however, are generally less well-educated, speak English less
often, earn lower incomes, and face higher housing and other costs. In 2016, the
median household income for non-citizen residents of Sonoma County was $55,200
compared to $75,400 for native residents. Relatedly, 14% of non-citizen residents
were in poverty compared to 9% of native residents.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Foreign-born residents contribute significantly to the national economy and local
communities. Immigrants have been a continuous source of new ideas and energy
in the United States, and the national population would not be growing currently
without in-migration from other countries. Undocumented residents and official
resident non-citizens often face challenges gaining access to services and
employment. Ensuring their health and safety is important to overall community
health. These efforts face increased challenges in the current political environment.

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME
2016

SHARE OF POPULATION IN POVERTY
2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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NUMBER OF H2-A VISA APPLICATIONS PER 1,000 JOBS 

2016

GROWTH IN H2-A VISA APPLICATIONS

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US DOL / EMSI / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US DOL / EMSI/ Avalanche Consulting 
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Migrant Labor
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Many states have relied on migrant labor for years – especially in agriculture.

Recent changes in federal immigration policy have created uncertainty for migrant

laborers and their employers. This has led to a significant increase in applications

for H2-A visas – temporary visas for seasonal agricultural workers. Nationally, the

number of H2-A visa applications increased 2,326% from 2011 to 2016. In

Sonoma County alone, the number of applications grew 191% as vineyards and

other agricultural operations looked for necessary workers. In 2016, Sonoma

County registered a total of 1.5 H2-A applications per 1,000 jobs – double the

California average (0.7) and above the US (1.4) but below more agricultural

locations such as Monterey County (16.6), San Luis Obispo County (13.6).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Foreign-born residents contribute significantly to the national economy and local

communities. Immigrants have been a continuous source of new ideas and energy

in the United States, and the national population would not be growing currently

without in-migration from other countries. Undocumented residents and official

resident non-citizens often face challenges gaining access to services and

employment. Ensuring their health and safety is important to overall community

health. These efforts face increased challenges in the current political environment.
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SONOMA COUNTY – MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

2006 – 2016

BENCHMARK MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Household Income
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Median household income in Sonoma County held relatively steady from 2006 to

2014 – dropping during the recession but remaining in the low $60,000 range for

many years. Recently incomes have grown more rapidly, reaching $73,900 in 2016

– the highest among all benchmark communities examined except the San Francisco

Bay Area ($93,600 median household income).

Sonoma County’s median household income was above California ($67,700) and

the US ($57,600). The closest benchmark communities were San Luis Obispo County

$70,600), Santa Barbara County ($67,400), and Monterey County ($63,900).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Wealth creation is an important goal of economic development and a strong

measure of a community’s economic health. When residents of a community have

high household incomes, they are able to support their families and reinvest locally

– purchasing goods and services that spur additional economic growth.
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SONOMA COUNTY – SHARE OF POPULATION IN POVERTY

2006 – 2016

SHARE OF RESIDENTS IN POVERTY

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Poverty
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Overall poverty levels in Sonoma County spiked during the recession – reaching

13.1% in 2010 – but have declined steadily since then – reaching 9.2% in 2016.

Sonoma County has the lowest poverty rate of all benchmark communities – lower

than the San Francisco Bay Area (9.9%), California (14.3%), and US (14.0%).

The highest poverty levels were found in Sacramento County (16.4%), Santa

Barbara County (13.9%), and Spokane County, WA (13.2%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Poverty levels indicate whether residents have incomes and access to jobs that

allow them to prosper and support their families. High poverty levels may reflect

limited job opportunities in a community and often put heavy demands on social

services.



Prosperity Gap
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As with educational attainment, student testing, and other metrics, there are gaps
between the prosperity of White and Latino residents in Sonoma County. In 2016 in
Sonoma County, the median household income of White households was $76,820
versus $63,790 for Latino households – a gap of $13,000. In comparison, the same
income gap was $27,000 in California and $16,300 nationally.

Similarly, 11% of Latinos in Sonoma County fall below the poverty line versus 8%
of White residents – a 3% gap. In California that same gap is 9%, and nationally it
is 11%.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Prosperity is rarely universal. When developing an inclusive strategic plan,
communities must understand who is benefiting from recent trends and who is
being left behind. Examining income and poverty disparities helps better direct
resources and investments to ensure that future growth is more inclusive and raises
the entire community – a key to overall prosperity for all residents.

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME
2016

POVERTY RATE
2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Geography of Poverty
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Low overall poverty in Sonoma County disguises disparities by ethnicity and also by geography. Many geographic areas of Sonoma County have higher shares of residents
who fall below the poverty line. The zip codes with the highest poverty rates in 2015 were 95431 (85% poverty), 95486 (60%), 94922 (40%), 95471 (37%), and 95439
(33%). The zip codes with the lowest poverty rates were 95497 (2%), 95497 (4%), 95452 (5%), 95405 (7%), and 95409 (8%).

SONOMA COUNTY POVERTY RATE BY ZIP CODE
2015

KEY
POVERTY RATE < 5%

POVERTY RATE > 75%



Infrastructure & Mobility

Infrastructure describes the bones that frame and support a local economy. The roads, rails, airports, seaports,  fiber optic cables, and other built structures that connect a 
community with the rest of the world are critical to a thriving economy. This is especially true in the modern global economy, which relies on the constant movement of raw 
materials, goods, people, and information. This section examines commute patterns, vehicle ownership, public transportation usage, air service, utilities, and internet access.

Key Takeaways

• US Highway 101 is the primary roadway connecting Sonoma County south to the rest of the San Francisco Bay Area and north to Mendocino County. This corridor is often 
heavily congested, but there are few alternative routes in or out of Sonoma County.  The new SMART commuter rail line runs along the Northwestern Pacific Railroad 
track along the same corridor. 

• More than one-third of employed Sonoma County residents commute out of the county to work each day, and similarly one-third of local jobs are filled by residents of 
other counties. The share of workers crossing the county line has gone up over the last decade – likely due to rising home prices throughout the San Francisco Bay Area 
and the resulting migration of workers to locations they can better afford. 

• Santa Rosa is both the primary Sonoma County destination for commuting workers and the source for workers commuting to jobs throughout Sonoma County and 
neighboring counties. 

• The average commute in Sonoma County takes longer than most benchmarks but remains lower than the US, California, and San Francisco Bay Area averages. 

• Almost 5% of Sonoma County households do not have access to vehicles – a majority of those house residents over 65 years old.

• Barely over 1% of Sonoma County residents use public transportation to commute to work, but the number of users grew 7% from 2011 to 2016. These numbers do not 
reflect usage of the new SMART commuter rail which opened in 2017. 

• Although less busy than the airports in benchmark communities, Charles M. Schulz Sonoma County Airport saw the largest growth in enplanements from 2010 to 2015 –
more than double the next closest – Oakland International. 

• Sonoma Clean Power offers renewable electricity options to consumers as a rate slightly below PG&E, but both rates are above the California average and the highest 
among neighboring states. 

• Approximately 93% of Sonoma County residents have access to internet at speeds of 50 megabytes per second, but there is no gigabyte service within the county.

82Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT
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Transportation Corridors
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US Highway 101 is the major automotive corridor running through Sonoma County.
Other major roadways in Sonoma County include State Route 1 along the coast,
State Routes 128, 12, 121, and State Route 37 connecting the county to Vallejo.

The historic Northwestern Pacific Railroad line runs from Schellville in southern
Sonoma County north to Eureka – with an additional line to the Ignacio Wye in
Marin County. The new Sonoma-Marin Area Rail Transit (SMART) commuter rail uses
the track from Marin through to the terminus at Airport Boulevard in Santa Rosa.
Limited freight traffic continues along portions of the corridor.

Sonoma County Transit operates bus lines throughout the county, including
connectors and shuttles to the SMART line.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Rail and highway infrastructure are important considerations for many businesses.
Agricultural and mineral extraction operations need access to rail cars and trucks
to export their raw materials, and manufacturing companies need options to both
import their materials and components and export manufactured goods.
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Total Commuting
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Sonoma County’s economy is heavily integrated with the surrounding region –
sending a high share of residents to neighboring counties to work each day, and
drawing many local workers from other locations. Over the past decade, the share
of Sonoma County workers exchanged with neighboring counties has increased –
although there was a slight decline in 2015.

In 2015, approximately 37% (or 78,600 workers) of employed Sonoma County
residents commuted out of the county for work each day. In contrast, approximately
30% (or 57,900 workers) of local jobs were filled by non-residents who commute
into the county each day.

SHARE OF EMPLOYED SONOMA COUNTY RESIDENTS 
COMMUTING OUT, 2005 – 2015

SHARE OF SONOMA COUNTY WORKERS COMMUTING IN
2005 – 2015

SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Examining commute patterns offers special insight into a community’s econo
Communities that can draw from available talents and skill sets outside of th
political boundaries can significantly increase their available workforce.

Note: There are multiple sources for data on commute patterns. In this repo
Avalanche examines data from the US Census Longitudinal Employer-Househ
Dynamics dataset – which integrates multiple sources of employers reporting whe
their employees work. As a result, these numbers may appear different from tho
produced by the American Community Survey – which makes estimates based
where residents report they work.
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Commute Locations 
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In 2015, employed residents commuting out of Sonoma County traveled to work
across the San Francisco Bay Area and Northern California. The top destinations for
out-commuting residents were Marin County (15,440), San Francisco (10,080),
Alameda County (7,610), Napa County (7,610), and Contra Costa County

(5,300).

Many local jobs were filled by residents of similar geographies. The top sources of
in-commuting workers were Napa County (5,530 in-commuters), Solano County

(5,510), Marin County (5,150), Contra Costa County (4,540), and Alameda
County (4,380).

TOP DESTINATIONS OF OUT-COMMUTING RESIDENTS
2015

TOP SOURCES OF IN-COMMUTING WORKERS
2015

SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Examining commute patterns offers special insight into a community’s economy.
Communities that can draw from available talents and skill sets outside of their
political boundaries can significantly increase their available workforce.

Note: There are multiple sources for data on commute patterns. In this report,
Avalanche examines data from the US Census Longitudinal Employer-Household
Dynamics dataset – which integrates multiple sources of employers reporting where
their employees work. As a result, these numbers may appear different from those
produced by the American Community Survey – which makes estimates based on
where residents report they work.
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SHARE OF EMPLOYED RESIDENTS THAT WORK OUTSIDE THEIR 

COUNTY, 2015

SHARE OF COUNTY JOBS FILLED BY NON-RESIDENTS

2015

SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting 
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Relative to the benchmarks, Sonoma County has a high share of residents commuting

out and an average share of workers commuting in. This is likely because Sonoma

County is located in one of the nation’s largest metropolitan areas and is not the

primary employment center in that area. In 2015, 44% of employed residents of

the San Francisco Bay Area drove across a county line to work each day –

compared to 37% in Sonoma County. Ada County (Boise), ID and Spokane, WA in

contrast only sent 16% of their residents to outside jobs.

With 30% of jobs filled by non-residents, Sonoma County ranked in the middle of

benchmarks – behind only San Luis Obispo County among California counties.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Examining commute patterns offers special insight into a community’s economy.
Communities that can draw from available talents and skill sets outside of their
political boundaries can significantly increase their available workforce.

Note: There are multiple sources for data on commute patterns. In this report,
Avalanche examines data from the US Census Longitudinal Employer-Household
Dynamics dataset – which integrates multiple sources of employers reporting where
their employees work. As a result, these numbers may appear different from those
produced by the American Community Survey – which makes estimates based on
where residents report they work.



Internal Commutes
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A majority of jobs in Sonoma County continue to be filled by individuals who both
live and work locally. Santa Rosa remains the largest destination for and source of
workers locally. In 2015, the top Sonoma County destinations for in-commuting
workers were Santa Rosa (52,140), Petaluma (17,140), Rohnert Park (7,830),
Windsor (5,020), and Healdsburg (4,820).

The top sources of out-commuting workers were Santa Rosa (51,590), Petaluma
(13,120), Rohnert Park (11,170), Windsor (9,070), and Healdsburg (9,070). Of
these cities, only Santa Rosa and Petaluma were net importer of workers, by 550
and 4,020 respectively.

TOP IN-COUNTY DESTINATIONS OF COMMUTING WORKERS
2015

TOP IN-COUNTY SOURCES OF COMMUTING WORKERS
2015

SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census LEHD / Avalanche Consulting 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Examining commute patterns offers special insight into a community’s economy.
Communities that can draw from available talents and skill sets outside of their
political boundaries can significantly increase their available workforce.

Note: There are multiple sources for data on commute patterns. In this report,
Avalanche examines data from the US Census Longitudinal Employer-Household
Dynamics dataset – which integrates multiple sources of employers reporting where
their employees work. As a result, these numbers may appear different from those
produced by the American Community Survey – which makes estimates based on
where residents report they work.
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AVERAGE COMMUTE TIME (MINUTES)

2016

CHANGE IN COMMUTE TIME (MINUTES)

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Commute Times
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At 25.1 minutes, the average commute time in Sonoma County is higher than all but

one of the benchmarks but remains lower than the San Francisco Bay Area (31.6

minutes), California (29.4), and the US (26.6). Among benchmarks, only Sacramento

County had a higher average commute time at 27.1 minutes.

From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County and Santa Barbara County were tied for the

least change in commute time. Average commutes only increased by 0.2 minutes

over this period – compared to 4.0 minutes in the Bay Area, 2.3 minutes in

California, and 1.1 minutes nationally. San Luis Obispo County saw the highest

increase in average commute over this period – a 3.0 minute rise.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The length of commute times provide numerous insights in a community. They can

be indicative of quality of life – as most residents would prefer to have shorter

commutes, especially if extended time is due to traffic versus distance. Excessive

commute times may also reveal a need for expanded roadways and expanded

public transportation to ease the burden on commuters and businesses moving

goods.

I 

■ -



05

SHARE OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH NO VEHICLE AVAILABLE

2016

SHARE OF NO-VEHICLE HOUSEHOLDS BY AGE OF HOUSEHOLDER

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Vehicle Access
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In 2015, approximately 5% of households in Sonoma County did not have access to

a motor vehicle. The share of no-vehicle households in Sonoma County was lower

than the San Francisco Bay Area (9.2%), California (7.3%), and US (8.7%), but still

equates to nearly 8,780 households countywide with no vehicles.

An above average share of no-vehicle households in Sonoma County are

householders over 65 years old – 56% of those with no vehicle access. Younger

householders, aged 15 to 34, make up only a small share (6%) of no-vehicle

households – compared to 19% nationally.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

In most communities in America, it is often necessary to own or have access to a

motor vehicle in order to reach jobs, attend school, buy groceries, access services,

and much more. In many ways we are still a truly ”auto-dependent” society. Those

households lacking vehicle access – whether they are low-income, elderly,

disabled or more – face greater barriers to leading healthy and productive lives.
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SHARE OF COMMUTERS USING PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION 

2016

GROWTH IN COMMUTERS USING PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Public Transportation
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According to the latest data from the US Census, in 2016 only 1.2% of Sonoma

County commuters used public transportation to get to work – the third lowest share

among benchmarks. It should be noted that all benchmarks had below-national

average shares of public transportation usage. The San Francisco Bay Area has

some of the highest public transportation usage in the country – with 10.9% of

commuters using systems – compared to 5.1% in California and the US.

From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County saw a 7% growth in the number of commuters

using public transportation – compared to 34% growth in the Bay Area, 13% in

California, and 15% nationally.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The availability of public transportation plays an important role in providing

residents with access to education, employment, healthcare, retail, and other

services and amenities. Public transportation is also an important part of efforts to

address climate change, as car exhaust and fossil fuel usage are significant

sources of greenhouse gas emissions.
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Air Service
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In 2015, Charles M. Schulz Sonoma County Airport saw the fewest enplanements
(passengers) per resident among benchmark communities – 0.3 enplanements per
resident. The comparison is not entirely fair, because many of the airports in
benchmark communities are larger airports that serve a much broader region than
their local community – notably the other Bay Area airports – San Jose, Oakland,
and San Francisco – and Spokane, Sacramento, and Boise.

Charles M. Schulz is growing rapidly though. From 2010 to 2015, the number of
annual enplanements at Charles M. Schulz grew 63% - more than double the second
fastest growing airport – Oakland International.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Local airports play an important role in economic development. Many businesses
have customers and clients across the nation and globe and require regular flights
to bring visitors in and send delegations out. Local air service also provides travel
options for vacationers, conventions, and the personal travel of residents.

ANNUAL ENPLANMENTS PER RESIDENT 
2015

CHANGE IN ANNUAL ENPLANMENTS
2010 – 2015

SOURCE: US FAA / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US FAA / Avalanche Consulting 
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Electricity Rates
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Sonoma Clean Power and PG&E offer reliable and clean electricity options to
residents and businesses in Sonoma County at rates slightly above state averages.
California will rarely win any competitions for the pricing of its electricity – with
state averages nearly double the national rate for residential and industrial use –
but offering renewable power options and reliable service are important factors
for many local residents and businesses.

Electricity options for industrial users in Sonoma County are more than double the
cost of all neighboring and competitor states examined.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Utility availability and pricing directly affect the cost of operations for many
businesses. Large-scale manufacturers, data centers, and other major water- and
energy-consuming industries will often make location and expansion decisions
primarily on utility considerations.

AVERAGE PRICE OF ELECTRICITY FOR RESIDENTIAL USERS PER 
KWH, JUNE 2017

AVERAGE PRICE OF ELECTRICITY FOR INDUSTRIAL USERS PER KWH, 
JUNE 2017

SOURCE: US EIA / PG&E / Sonoma Clean Power / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US EIA / PG&E / Sonoma Clean Power / Avalanche Consulting 
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PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS WITH 50 MBPS INTERNET ACCESS, 

2014

PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS WITH 1 GIGABYTE INTERNET ACCESS, 

2014

SOURCE: National Telecommunications & Information Administration / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: National Telecommunications & Information Administration / Avalanche Consulting 
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Internet Access
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In 2014, approximately 93% of Sonoma County residents had access to internet

with speeds of at least 50 megabytes per second – a baseline standard. This was

roughly the same share as the San Francisco Bay Area (94%) and California (93%)

and well above the US average of 83%. Only Ada County (Boise), ID (97%),

Sacramento County (96%), and Santa Barbara County (95%) had better access

among benchmarks.

Higher speed internet connections remain relatively unknown in Sonoma County –

with no residents having access to gigabyte connections that are becoming more

common nationally – with 8% of Americans having access in 2014.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The absence of fast and reliable broadband access can affect high tech job

creation, entrepreneurship, and telecommuting ability. Information Technology and

Professional Services businesses in particular often look for locations that allow

access to high-speed internet for securely transferring files and testing products.

Broadband access is important for local entrepreneurs as well and can be

considered a measure of quality of life for many residents. As more services –

from education to healthcare – move online, strong internet access will be

imperative to maintaining living standards.

■ 
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Entrepreneurship & Innovation

Innovation continues to drive economic growth. The development of new products and processes disrupts markets by creating efficiencies and new opportunities. Startups and 
other small businesses create the majority of jobs, rent commercial and office space, and purchase goods and services from other businesses – continuously stimulating the 
economy. According to the US Small Business Administration, small businesses created 66% of all new new jobs in the US since the 1970s. With fewer large corporate projects 
opening around the country, cities with the strongest economies today often focus on creating an environment that supports entrepreneurs and small business owners. This section 
examines the concentration of small and second-stage businesses in Sonoma County, minority- and woman-owned businesses, and patent and research activity. 

Key Takeaways

• Sonoma County has a slightly higher share of micro businesses (those with fewer than 10 employees) than the state, national, and regional average, but a slightly lower 
share of second-stage business (those with 10-99 employees). The number of second-stage businesses is growing rapidly though. 

• Sonoma County has a relatively high share of woman-owned businesses compared to benchmark communities, but a below average share of minority-owned businesses. 
Both woman-owned and minority-owned businesses are growing much more rapidly than total business growth – indicating the county business ownership is becoming 
more diverse with time.

• Residents of Sonoma County account for a relatively high share of patents compared to most benchmark communities and the US average, but well below the highly 
innovative San Francisco Bay Area and California overall average. 

• The highest number of patents awarded to inventors in Sonoma County were in medical fields and optical and other forms of electronic communication. 

• Although not a large research center, Sonoma State spent more than $690,000 on research and development in 2016 – primarily in Life Sciences, Environmental 
Sciences, Education, and Computer & Information Sciences. 

94Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT
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SHARE OF MICRO BUSINESSES (<10 EMPLOYEES)

2015

GROWTH IN MICRO BUSINESSES (<10 EMPLOYEES)

2010 – 2015

SOURCE: US Census County Business Patterns / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census County Business Patterns / Avalanche Consulting 
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Small Business Concentration
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Sonoma County has a high share of “micro businesses” – those with fewer than 10

employees. In 2015, more than 74.4% of all businesses in Sonoma County had less

than 10 employees – second only to San Luis Obispo County (74.8%) among

benchmarks and above the San Francisco Bay Area (72.6%), California (73.8%),

and the US (72.9%).

From 2010 to 2015, the number of micro businesses grew 2.2% in Sonoma County –

at about the same pace as the US (2.5%) but slower than the San Francisco Bay

Area (5.5%), and California (6.1%). Half the benchmarks saw faster micro business

growth over this period.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Businesses that have fewer than 10 employees are the heart of the national

economy. While few create big job gains all at once and many often fail, positive

growth of small businesses reflects a thriving economy and the presence of an

ecosystem that encourages entrepreneurship.

-
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SHARE OF SECOND-STAGE BUSINESSES (10 – 99 EMPLOYEES) 

2015

GROWTH IN SECOND-STAGE BUSINESSES (10 – 99 EMPLOYEES) 

2010 – 2015

SOURCE: US Census County Business Patterns / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census County Business Patterns / Avalanche Consulting 
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Second-Stage Businesses
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In 2015, Sonoma County had the smallest share of second-stage businesses among

the benchmark communities. Approximately 24% of Sonoma County businesses had

10 to 99 employees – the same share as California, but less than the San Francisco

Bay Area and US (25%). Sacramento County had the highest share of second-stage

businesses at 27% - followed by Spokane County, WA (26%) and Santa Barbara

County (25%).

From 2010 to 2015, Sonoma County saw strong growth in its second-stage

businesses at 9.8% - second only to Ada County (Boise), ID (11.0%) among

benchmarks. Comparatively, US second-stage businesses grew 6.1% over the same

period.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Second-stage businesses are generally defined as those with 10 to 99 employees.

These businesses have survived the startup or micro business phase and are now

often positioning themselves for expansion. As a result, their needs are different

than smaller and larger companies.
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SELF-EMPLOYED INDIVIDUALS AS A SHARE OF TOTAL JOBS

2016

GROWTH IN SELF-EMPLOYED INDIVIDUALS

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: EMSI / Avalanche Consulting 
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Self-Employed Individuals
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Sonoma County has the highest share of self-employed residents among all

benchmarks. In 2016, 13.4% of Sonoma County residents were self-employed –

compared to 9.8% in the San Francisco Bay Area, 10.8% in California, and 7.8%

nationally. The next highest benchmark communities were San Luis Obispo County

(12.9%) and Santa Barbara County (10.0%).

From 2011 to 2016, the number of self-employed individuals in Sonoma County

grew 3% - above the US growth rate of 2% but below the San Francisco Bay Area

(10%) and California (4%). Ada County (Boise), ID (12%), Santa Barbara County

(11%), and San Luis Obispo County (3%) all saw higher growth as well.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The number of self-employed individuals in a community is a reflection of the spirit

of ingenuity and self-reliance in the local economy. The concentration of self-

employed individuals in a community may also reflect the effectiveness of local

small business support and entrepreneurial education programs.

-
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WOMAN-OWNED BUSINESSES AS A SHARE OF TOTAL

2012

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF BUSINESSES

2007 – 2012

SOURCE: US Census Survey of Business Owners / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census Survey of Business Owners / Avalanche Consulting 
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Sonoma County has the highest share of woman-owned businesses among the

benchmark communities. According to the US Census Survey of Business Owners, in

2012, 37.3% of Sonoma County businesses were owned by women – higher than

the US average (36.3%) and all benchmark communities, but slightly below the San

Francisco Bay Area (37.5%) and California average (37.8%).

From 2007 to 2012, the number of woman-owned businesses grew 21% in Sonoma

County (for comparison over the same time period, the number of all businesses only

grew 2%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Research continues to show that more diverse and inclusive economies are stronger

and more resistant to economic disruptions. Woman-owned and minority-owned

businesses provide two metrics of the inclusiveness and diversity of a community’s

entrepreneurial population.

• 
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MINORITY-OWNED BUSINESSES AS A SHARE OF TOTAL

2012

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF BUSINESSES

2007 – 2012
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Minority-Owned Businesses
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According to the US Census of Business Owners, in 2012 approximately 18% of

Sonoma County businesses were owned by minorities. This was a lower share than

the San Francisco Bay Area (42%), California (46%), and the US (29%). Three

benchmarks had higher minority business ownership – Sacramento County (41%),

Monterey County (38%), and Santa Barbara County (27%).

From 2007 to 2012, the number of minority-owned businesses in Sonoma County

grew 26% - compared to only 2% growth of all businesses.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Research continues to show that more diverse and inclusive economies are stronger

and more resistant to economic disruptions. Woman-owned and minority-owned

businesses provide two metrics of the inclusiveness and diversity of a community’s

entrepreneurial population.

--
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TOTAL UTILITY PATENTS ISSUED PER 10,000 RESIDENTS

2010 THROUGH 2015

TOP SONOMA COUNTY PATENT TECHNOLOGY CLASSES

2010 THROUGH 2015

SOURCE: US PTO / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US PTO / Avalanche Consulting 
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Patent Activity
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From 2010 through 2015, inventors living in Sonoma County accounted for 1,385

patents – approximately 28 per 10,000 residents. This was a higher share of

patent production than the US average (24 per 10,000 residents) and most

benchmarks. The San Francisco Bay Area – one of the world’s most innovative

regions – awarded 149 patents per 10,000 residents, and California as a whole

awarded 52. The only benchmarks more inventive than Sonoma County were Ada

County (Boise), ID at 111 and Santa Barbara County at 48.

The majority of patents awarded in Sonoma County were in medical fields and

optical and other forms of electronic communication.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

High levels of local patent production within a community may reflect a

concentration of innovative businesses and individuals. Patenting and new

invention often serves as the basis for increased start-up activity. Examining the

technology classes of patents also helps determine which local industries are more

competitive.

-• 
■ 
I ------ -



Research Activity
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Sonoma County is not known as a major research and development (R&D) hub, but
Sonoma State University spent more than $690,000 on research and development
in the 2016 school year. The top areas of research at Sonoma State University in
2016 were Life Sciences ($240,000 in expenditures), Environmental Sciences

($207,000), Education ($114,000), Computer & Information Sciences ($68,000),
and Chemistry ($37,000).

Overall R&D expenditures at Sonoma State declined 16% from 2011 to 2016, but
Education research funding grew 1,167% and Chemistry expenditures grew 147%
over the same period.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

University research is a key driver of innovation and new technology
development. In some cases, research at universities can be commercialized and
developed into new startup companies or products sold to existing businesses.
Related businesses can also benefit from hiring students and researchers working
on the latest research.

TOTAL SONOMA STATE R&D EXPENDITURES BY FIELD
2016 ($ THOUSANDS)

GROWTH IN SONOMA STATE R&D EXPENDITURES BY FIELD
2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US PTO / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US PTO / Avalanche Consulting 
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Affordability & Quality of Life

Quality of life means different things to different people and can be a difficult concept to evaluate with numbers. Many factors that residents cherish about a community 
– natural beauty, cultural history, friendliness – cannot be directly measured and compared with numbers. Nonetheless, it is important to examine the characteristics that 
define the experience of living in a community – this includes the positives that people love and the challenges that they face everyday. This section primarily examines 
metrics related to overall affordability, housing, and crime in Sonoma County. 

Notably, all Sonoma County housing statistics discussed in this section are from 2016 – a year before the fires. When updated data is available in coming years, 
the statistics will change – with the ultimate effect dependent on how quickly homes are rebuilt and new official housing units are created. 

Key Takeaways

• Overall cost of living in Sonoma County is higher than most benchmarks, the US, and California, but within the San Francisco Bay Area, Sonoma County is the fourth 
most affordable county – behind only San Joaquin County, Solano County, and Contra Costa County. 

• Before the fires, Sonoma County had low vacancies for homeowners and relatively even lower for renters. Since the fires, these numbers have likely declined to 0% 
- with almost no vacant housing currently available for purchase or rent, according to anecdotes. 

• Home prices in Sonoma County are above all benchmarks except Santa Barbara County, but below the San Francisco Bay Area. From 2011 to 2015, the median 
home value in Sonoma County grew three times faster than the US average.

• Rents are also higher than all benchmarks except Santa Barbara County, but below the San Francisco Bay Area. Median rent grew quickly, but not as rapidly as 
sale home prices. 

• One-third of homeowners in Sonoma County are in unaffordable housing (paying 30% or more of their income towards housing) – on par with the San Francisco 
Bay Area and California averages. A much higher share (56%) of renters in Sonoma County are in unaffordable housing – higher than all benchmarks, except 
Santa Barbara County, and above the San Francisco Bay Area, California, and the US. 

• There are significant housing disparities between Sonoma County’s White and Latino residents – with 59% of Latino residents renting compared to 33% of White 
residents, and 22% of Latino households having more than one occupant per room compared to only 2% of White households. 

• From 2011 to 2016, Sonoma County was not building enough housing to keep up with population growth – permitting only 0.7 housing units per new household. 

• A relatively high share (4.3%) of all housing units in Sonoma County are used for Seasonal, Recreational, or Occasional Use, and this share continues to grow –
taking housing units off the market for purchase or rent.

• Sonoma County is very safe – with crime rates below the national, state, and regional averages. 

102Strategic Sonoma – Competitive Assessment - DRAFT
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COST OF LIVING INDEX

2017

BAY AREA COST OF LIVING COMPARISON

2017

SOURCE: Sperling’s Best Place / COLI / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: Sperling’s Best Places / COLI / Avalanche Consulting 
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With a cost of living index of 171 (the US average is 100), Sonoma County is the

second most expensive county among the benchmarks examined – second only to

Monterey County, which has a cost of living index of 218. Among the benchmarks,

only Spokane County, WA is less expensive than the US average, but barely with

an index of 99.

The San Francisco Bay Area as a whole is more expensive than Sonoma County –

with a cost of living index of 194. Within the Bay Area, however, Sonoma County is

the fourth most affordable county – behind San Joaquin County (122 index), Solano

County (139), and Contra Costa County (168).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Cost of living is an important component of quality of place. Regions with high

costs of living may find it difficult to attract and retain talent. A higher cost of

living disproportionately affects lower income families and may create

socioeconomic imbalances and create hiring challenges for many “working”

occupations – including teachers, nurses, hospitality workers, and more.
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HOMEOWNER VACANCY RATE

2016

RENTAL VACANCY RATE

2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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During the recession after the housing bubble, relatively few homes were

constructed, but the population kept growing – creating housing shortages in many

regions. Notably, the Sonoma County statistics discussed in this section are from

2016 – a year before the fires. When Census data updates in coming years, these

numbers will likely change – towards even lower vacancies and higher costs.

In 2016, Sonoma County had a 1.4% homeowner vacancy rate – tied with San Luis

Obispo County as the highest among benchmarks and slightly above the California

average of 1.3%. At 2.7%, rental vacancies were the third lowest among

benchmarks and lower even than the San Francisco Bay Area at 2.8%.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.
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MEDIAN HOME VALUE

2016

CHANGE IN MEDIAN HOME VALUE

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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In 2016, the median home value in Sonoma County was $512,100 – second only to

Santa Barbara County ($547,600) among benchmarks. In comparison, the median

home value in Spokane County, WA was less than half of Sonoma County at

$194,400. Median home value in California was $449,100 and in the US was

$194,500.

From 2011 to 2016, the median home value in Sonoma County increased 24% - an

increase second only to Sacramento County (25% growth). Over the same period,

median home values in the Bay Area increased 28%, in California 21%, and

nationally 8%.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.

-
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MEDIAN RENT

2016

CHANGE IN MEDIAN RENT

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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In 2016, the median rent in Sonoma County was $1,376 – second only to Santa

Barbara County ($1,419) among benchmarks. The same year, median rent in the

San Francisco Bay Area was $1,604, in California $1,311, and in the US $959.

Rents in Spokane, WA were the most affordable among benchmarks, with a median

rent of $795.

From 2011 to 2016, median rent in Sonoma County grew 15% - faster than the

increase in California (13%) and US (12%), but slower than the increase of 23% in

the San Francisco Bay Area. Ada County (Boise), ID saw the highest rent increase

among benchmarks (20%), and Sacramento County the lowest (9%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.
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SHARE OF HOMEOWNERS IN “UNAFFORDABLE” HOUSING 

(PAYING 30% OR MORE), 2016

SHARE OF RENTERS IN “UNAFFORDABLE” HOUSING

(PAYING 30% OR MORE), 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Housing Affordability
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In 2016, 63% of Sonoma County homes were owner-occupied – approximately

114,000 housing units. Of these, 31% were considered “unaffordable” – meaning

that they pay more than 30% of their income to housing. Nationally only 23% of

homeowners were in unaffordable housing and 32% of California homeowners.

For the 68,000 households in rental units in Sonoma County – 56% were in

unaffordable housing – a greater share than the San Francisco Bay Area (49%),

California (55%), and the US (50%). Only Santa Barbara County renters faced

greater affordability challenges among benchmarks.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.
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There is currently a significant housing gap between White and Latino residents of
Sonoma County. Overall, 37% of county households are renters – but this share is
59% for Latino households and 33% for White households – a 26% gap. The same
gap is only 20% statewide.

Additionally, Latino households in Sonoma County are more crowded – with 22% of
Latino households having more than one occupant per room in 2016 – compared to
only 2% of White households – a gap of 20%. In California the gap is 17%, and
nationally only 10%.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a
community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is
considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of
their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the
country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type
imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and
limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and
put constraints on growth.

SHARE OF HOUSEHOLDS IN RENTAL UNITS
2016

SHARE OF OCCUPIED UNITS WITH MORE THAN 1 OCCUPANT PER 
ROOM, 2016

SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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NUMBER OF NEW HOUSING UNITS PERMITTED PER NEW 

HOUSEHOLD, 2011 – 2016

SHARE OF HOUSING PERMITS ISSUED FOR SINGLE-FAMILY

HOMES, 2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census Building Permits Survey / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census Building Permits Survey / Avalanche Consulting 
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Home Construction
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According to the US Census Building Permits Survey, from 2011 to 2016, 4,440 new

housing units were given permits in Sonoma County. Over this same period, the

county added 6,800 new households and 15,430 new residents. This equated to 0.7

new units per household – approximately 2,360 short of the number of units needed

to keep up with new growth alone. Sonoma County permitted housing at less than

half the US rate (1.5 per new household) and was second lowest among

benchmarks.

Of new housing units permitted in Sonoma County from 2011 to 2016, 60% were

for single-family homes – a lower share than most benchmarks, but higher than the

San Francisco Bay Area (39%) and California (47%).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.
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AVERAGE VALUE OF NEW SINGLE-FAMILY HOMES PERMITTED 

2011 - 2016

AVERAGE VALUE OF NEW MULTI-FAMILY UNITS PERMITTED 

2011 – 2016

SOURCE: US Census Building Permits Survey / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census Building Permits Survey / Avalanche Consulting 
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New Home Value
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From 2011 to 2016, the average value of new single-family homes permitted in

Sonoma County was $267,000 – above the US average of $229,000 but below

the California average of $296,900. The value of a home at permitting, however,

does not necessarily match the sale value once constructed and on the market.

The average value of new multi-family units permitted in Sonoma County over the

same time period was $107,900 – second lowest among benchmarks after Ada

County (Boise), ID at $86,800 and below the US average of $108,800. This

indicates that new multi-family units are likely more affordable than new single-

family units in Sonoma County.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Availability and affordability of housing directly affects the lives of residents in a

community and the ability of businesses to retain and attract workers. Housing is

considered unaffordable if owners and renters are spending more than 30% of

their income on housing costs (mortgage or rent). Many communities across the

country face housing challenges – total shortages, cost concerns, housing type

imbalances, and more. Housing has become a major quality of life issue, and

limited housing options can create socioeconomic imbalances in a community and

put constraints on growth.
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SHARE OF HOUSING USED FOR SEASONAL, RECREATIONAL, OR 

OCCASIONAL USE, 2016

GROWTH IN UNITS FOR SEASONAL, RECREATIONAL, OR 

OCCASIONAL USE, 2011 – 2016
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SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: US Census ACS / Avalanche Consulting 
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Part-Time Housing
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A relatively high share of housing units in Sonoma County are used “part-time” for

Seasonal, Recreational, or Occasional Use – 4.3% of all housing – compared to

1.2% in the San Francisco Bay Area, 2.7% in California, and 4.1% nationally. Only

two benchmarks had higher shares of part-time residents – Monterey County (5.8%)

and San Luis Obispo County (8.1%).

From 2011 to 2016, the number of units used for Seasonal, Recreational, or

Occasional Use grew 14% - faster than California (13% growth) and the US (6%).

Over the same time period, the number of part-time units declined 3% in the Bay

Area.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

If a housing unit is not the owner’s primary residence, the US Census determines

whether the unit fits into one of several categories – including For Rent, For Sale,

For Migrant Workers, and For Seasonal, Recreational, or Occasional Use. This last

category includes owners who use their second homes part-time. Any owners using

their properties for short-term rentals would fit into this category. Not necessarily

all units are short-term rentals, but it provides a gauge of how many local units

are used as second homes and are not available as potential primary residences.

I --

-
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VIOLENT CRIME PER 100K

2015

PROPERTY CRIME PER 100K

2015

SOURCE: FBI Uniform Crime Statistics / Avalanche Consulting SOURCE: FBI Uniform Crime Statistics / Avalanche Consulting 
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Crime
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Sonoma County has relatively little crime. According to the FBI Uniform Crime

Statistics, in 2015 Sonoma County had 377 violent crime incidents per 100,000

residents – slightly above the US average of 373 but well below California (426)

and the San Francisco Bay Area (448). Only Boise, ID (234), Spokane, WA (305),

and Santa Barbara County (322) had lower violent crime.

Sonoma County has even less property crime – with 1,973 incidents per 100,000

residents in 2015 – below the US (2,487), California (2,618), and the Bay Area

(3,137). Among benchmarks, only Boise, ID had less crime at 1,725 per 100,000

residents.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Actual and perceived crime rates play a significant role in location decisions for

residents and businesses. High levels of crime may lead residents to relocate and

discourage new business investment. Low crime communities are often attractive to

families with children. Crime has fiscal impacts as well – affecting property values,

policing levels, and other services.
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