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Introduction 
The California Public Utility Commission’s (CPUC’s) Policy and Planning Division (PPD) prepared this 

report to give context to the ways that utility services are delivered, consumed, and priced throughout 

California.  Most of the proceedings at the CPUC are related to one specific utility service, or even more 

specifically focused on one aspect of one service.  And many proceedings are focused on one individual 

utility service provider’s costs, rates, and processes.  In contrast, this report looks at California overall 

and at five regions within California.  It presents demographic information and information about the 

use and cost of several utility services.  We hope that this exposition will be helpful in understanding 

California as an entity as well as providing a better understanding of California’s rich diversity. 

 

 

 

Here are some facts about Californians’ consumption services associated with the work of the California 

Public Utilities Commission: 

  California households consume electric service at an average rate of 534 kWh per month in the 

summer months, and 459 kWh per month in the winter months.  They pay about $102 per month in the 

summer and about $84 in the winter.   

  Monthly bills for gas utility service are lower in the summer months, about $21, and higher in 

the winter months, about $47.  On average, residential consumers purchase about 16 therms per month 

in the summer and about 40 therms per month in the winter. 

● California’s population was over 39 million people 

in 2016 according to the latest report from the US 

Census Bureau.  That is about 239 people for each 

of the state’s 155,000 square miles of territory. 

● California’s population grew 5.4-percent from the 

year 2010. 

● Those 39 million people live in about 14 million 

households, about 2.96 persons per household. 

● Median household income was about $62,000 in 

2015, and average per-capita income was about 

$30,300. 
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The Five Regions of California 

 

Public utility services are provided under the oversight and jurisdiction of the state of California, and in 

some cases, directly under the direction of this agency.  The prices and terms and conditions of service 

are set according to tariffs approved by the California Public Utilities Commission (in the case of 

investor-owned public utilities) or by local government authorities (in the case of government-owned 

public utilities).  Electric, gas, and water service are nearly universally available and generally follow this 

model.  Similarly, though not technically a public utility service, broadband service also is nearly 

universally available, and in most places throughout the state, multiple potential providers vie for 

subscribers. 

All Californians face issues regarding utility-related services, including issues of disparities of wealth, the 

possibility of natural – and not so natural – disasters, security of supply, and other issues.  There is 

benefit in looking at California’s population and utility services from a regional perspective. 

The report is presented in two parts: 

● The first part provides information about all of the regions, including comparison charts across 

the regions, providing a view of the differences from one region to another.  First, demographic 

characteristics are discussed.  Then, information about utility services, usage, and cost. 

● The second part discusses each region separately, pointing out its unique characteristics. 
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Part 1:  A View of California’s Regions 

Background Information – Differences across California’s Regions 
The overall picture of California through five regions shows a complex pattern.  This section details the 

numbers for specific measures according to information provided by the US Bureau of the Census.  

Though people are concentrated along the coast, the largest regions in terms of people are the Los 

Angeles and Coast region and the San Diego and Desert region.  The population growth is in the San 

Francisco and Mid-Coast region and the San Diego and Desert regions.  In terms of land area, the biggest 

regions are San Diego and the Desert and the North and Mountain regions, even though they are not 

the highest population regions.  By far the most densely populated region is Los Angeles and the Coast, 

double the density of the region including San Francisco and the Mid-Coast, and ten times the density of 

the North and Mountains area.  Median household incomes are highest in the San Francisco and Mid-

Coast region and lowest in the Central Valley.  The poverty percentage is just the opposite:  highest in 

the Central Valley and lowest in the San Francisco and Mid-Coast region.  The percentage of elderly, 

over 65 years, is greatest in the North and Mountains region and lowest in the Central Valley region.  

Perhaps closely associated with age, the greatest percentage of owner-occupied housing is also in the 

North and Mountains region.  The lowest percentage is in the Los Angeles and Coast region, which is 

also the most densely populated.  The value of owner-occupied housing is greatest in the San Francisco 

and Mid-Coast region and lowest in the Central Valley.  Rents follow the same pattern:  highest in the 

San Francisco and Mid-Coast region, and lowest in the Central Valley region.  Finally, perhaps associated 

with relative levels of wealth, the Central Valley region has the highest number of persons per 

household while the San Francisco and Mid-Coast region has the lowest number.  Details follow.  For 

each measure there is a bar chart and table providing the results for each of the five regions. 
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Population 

 

California Population, 2016 

The North and Mountains 4,727,599  

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 8,376,386  

The Central Valley 2,969,508  

LA and the Coast 11,716,710  

San Diego and the Desert 11,231,126  

California Overall 39,250,017 

US Bureau of the Census 

 

With over 39 million residents,2 California is our largest state by far, more than 11 million larger than 

Texas, the next most populous state, and larger than the combined sum of the populations of the 

smallest 22 states3 together.  The California regions, similarly, are substantially different from each other 

in terms of population. 

By far, the two largest regions of California in terms of population are Los Angeles and the Coast and San 

Diego and the Desert.  Each has more people than the smallest ten states, combined.  Even California’s 

smallest region by population, the Central Valley area, has a population greater than the sum total of 

the populations of the four smallest states: Wyoming, Vermont, Alaska, and North Dakota. 

  

                                                           
2
 US Census Bureau estimates as of July 1, 2016. 

3
 Including the District of Columbia.  If the District is left out of the calculation, it is 21 states. 
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Population Growth 

 

California Population Growth, 2010-2016 (Percent) 

The North and Mountains 5.1% 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 7.1% 

The Central Valley 4.4% 

LA and the Coast 3.4% 

San Diego and the Desert 6.6% 

California Overall 5.4% 

 

While Los Angeles and the surrounding coastal region is the largest in terms of population, it is not the 

fastest growing region.  That honor goes to San Francisco and the mid-coast area, whose population 

grew over seven-percent over the five years from 2011 to 2016, as shown in the graph and table below.  

While the population of California as a whole grew by 5.4-percent, there was substantial variation across 

the regions, and the Los Angeles area, along with the surrounding coastal areas grew a bit more slowly 

than the state average, about 3.4-percent. 

The other fast-growing region of California over the last half decade is San Diego and the Desert area, 

with an increase of 6.6-percent.  The remaining areas of the state, while they continued to grow at a 

substantial pace, saw population increases at less than the state overall average. 

The California regions are also substantially different in their physical size and in the density, or degree 

of crowdedness of the people within them.  The largest regional areas are San Diego and the Desert 

along with the North and the Mountains. 
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Land Area 

 

California Land Area (Square Miles) 

The North and Mountains 49,348 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 17,576 

The Central Valley 28,045 

LA and the Coast 11,935 

San Diego and the Desert 49,667 

California Overall 155,779 

US Bureau of the Census 

 

California is the third largest state in terms of total land area (behind Alaska and Texas), consisting of 

over 155,000 square miles in total.  People who live in California’s cities and along the coast sometimes 

may not appreciate the magnitude of California’s mountain and desert areas.  Both the area of the San 

Diego and Desert region and the North and Mountain region are about 50,000 square miles each.  By 

comparison, the eight smallest states have a combined land area of about 48,000 square miles in total.4 

  

                                                           
4
 The combined land area of Rhode Island, Delaware, Connecticut, Hawaii, New Jersey, Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, and Vermont, is 47,572 square miles, according to the US Bureau of Census. 
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Population Density 

 

Population Density 

The North and Mountains 96 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 477 

The Central Valley 106 

LA and the Coast 982 

San Diego and the Desert 226 

California Overall 239 

Persons per Square Mile 

 

With many of the people of California crowded into cities and living along the coast, there is great 

diversity among the regions in the population density of the regions.  The region including Los Angeles 

and the surrounding coastal counties is by far the most densely populated area, with nearly 1,000 

persons inhabiting each square mile of territory.  That is an order of magnitude greater than the 

population density in the least crowded region consisting of the North and the Mountain areas with less 

than 100 persons per square mile!   

Even the region including San Francisco and the Mid-Coast area is only half as densely populated as the 

Los Angeles and coastal counties area.  Finally, the region including San Diego and the Desert Counties is 

in the middle, about the same level of density of population as the state as a whole. 
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Median Household Income 

 

Median Household Income 

The North and Mountains $54,400 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast $80,795 

The Central Valley $45,777 

LA and the Coast $58,135 

San Diego and the Desert $63,632 

California Overall $61,818 

Dollars per Year per Household 

 

Californians comprise a richly diverse society, and it should be expected that there are differences in 

every measurable demographic feature, not only from region to region, but in closer measures, too.  

Even between counties, between cities within counties, and even from neighborhood to neighborhood, 

there are differences to be measured.  The following are indicative differences among the regions that 

may shed light on utility services. 

The richest region, in terms of median household income, is the San Francisco and Mid-Coast region.  

Poorest, by contrast, is the Central Valley region, with a median less than 60-percent as great.  The 

North and Mountains region is wealthier than the Central Valley region, but still well below the state’s 

median of $61,818.  The remaining two regions, San Diego and the Desert and Los Angeles and the 

nearby Coastal Counties, are close to the state median. 
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Percentage of Households in Poverty 

 

Poverty Percentage 

The North and Mountains 16.8% 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 10.7% 

The Central Valley 24.1% 

LA and the Coast 16.1% 

San Diego and the Desert 15.2% 

California Overall 15.3% 

Percentage of Population in Poverty 

 

Almost exactly the opposite of the median income statistics (a measure of wealth) is the percentage of 

the persons who meet the federal definition of poverty.  And the statistics bear this out.  The bar graph 

is very dramatic, showing that the highest incidence of poverty is in the Central Valley region, with 

almost a quarter of the population falling below the poverty line.  In the North and Mountains region, 

about 17-percent are poor, while the two southern regions, Los Angeles and the Coast, and San Diego 

and the Desert, have rates of about 15- to 16-percent.  Finally, the San Francisco and Mid-Coast region 

has the lowest incidence of poverty, about 11-percent.  Overall, about 15-percent of Californians are in 

poverty. 
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Percentage of Population over 65-Years of Age 

 

Percentage of Population 65 and Older 

The North and Mountains 15.2% 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 14.5% 

The Central Valley 11.5% 

LA and the Coast 13.2% 

San Diego and the Desert 13.2% 

California Overall 13.6% 

 

California’s regions are fairly different in their age distributions as well.  There is a higher percentage of 

the population over 65 years old in the North and Mountains region than in other parts of the state, and 

the percentage is the lowest in the Central Valley region. 

The differences in the percentage of the population over 65 years old are not as dramatic as those for 

income and poverty, but still they are telling.  From this view, it appears that the North and Mountains 

area is the oldest part of the state, while the Central Valley region is the youngest.  This result may 

reflect multiple characteristics, including the fact that the North and Mountains region may be a more 

popular place for people to retire from the cities. 
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Owner-Occupied Households Percentage 

 

Owner-Occupied Percent of Households 

The North and Mountains 59.3% 

San Francisco and the Mid-Coast 55.4% 

The Central Valley 55.2% 

LA and the Coast 47.8% 

San Diego and the Desert 58.1% 

California Overall 54.3% 

 

A similar phenomenon may be at work in the measure of owner-occupied housing.  The highest 

percentage of owner occupancy is in the North and Mountains region. 

The lowest owner-occupied percentage is for Los Angeles and the Coastal counties, perhaps reflecting 

the traditional preference for apartments in the most densely populated areas.  The Los Angeles and 

Coastal Counties region, recall, is the most densely populated region in the state.  The Central Valley 

also presents a lower percentage of owner-occupied housing than the state average.  In that case, the 

percentage may be more a reflection of that region’s greater incidence of poverty. 

While the greatest percentage of home ownership is in the North and Mountains and the San Diego and 

Desert regions, the greatest value of the homes is in the San Francisco and Mid-Coast counties region. 

  


