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Executive Summary
California’s is a story of two economies. Over 
recent decades, the economic trajectory of coastal 
metropolitan areas has diverged dramatically from 
that of inland and rural parts of the state. As the 
knowledge-based economies of California’s coastal 
metropolises surged forward, much of California was, 
in relative terms, left behind. 

Today, significant disparities in income, employment, 
and educational attainment distinguish inland and 
rural California from the state’s coastal metropolises.

In many parts of California, providing more inclusive 
opportunity will require identifying and supporting 
new drivers for economic growth and for the creation 
of quality jobs. Economic growth and job creation are 
not sufficient in themselves to address longstanding 
economic and racial inequities; they are, however, a 
necessary precondition for achieving more equitably 
shared prosperity. 

Inclusive Regional Economic 
Development
In order to reduce regional economic disparities, 
less prosperous regions need inclusive economic 
development—they need both sustainable economic 
growth and greater economic inclusion.

Regions can encourage economic development by 
building on regional strengths, supporting traded 
sectors (those that sell goods and services outside 
the region), fostering innovation, encouraging 
talent development, and developing public-private 
partnerships that move existing industries up 
the value chain and advance emerging economic 
opportunities.

Regions can also ensure that economic growth 
benefits disinvested communities by addressing 
barriers to opportunity, investing in community 
development, and working with organizations 
that can help create pathways to training and 
employment in quality jobs.

Inclusive Regional Economic 
Development Initiatives in 
California
In recent years, stakeholder coalitions around 
California have launched initiatives, like DRIVE in 
Fresno and IEGO in the Inland Empire, that aim 
to promote more inclusive regional economic 
development. 

These initiatives reveal critical elements for building 
and sustaining cross-sector regional coalitions and 
for developing and advancing shared development 
agendas.

 ◊ Data: Data is essential for identifying the 
specific challenges facing regional economies, 
determining which sectors provide the best 
prospects for creating quality jobs, and 
establishing concrete goals around which to align 
stakeholders.

 ◊ Leadership: Regional development initiatives 
require leaders who are willing and able to do 
the work of establishing and maintaining trusted 
relationships, resolving conflicts, and keeping 
disparate stakeholders moving in a common 
direction.

 ◊ Building an Inclusive Table: Inclusive regional 
development depends on convening a variety of 
stakeholders around a single table. An inclusive 
process that incorporates both community 
groups and institutional stakeholders into the 
decision making process can be crucial for 
bringing these different interests together.

 ◊ Trust Building: At the core of inclusive 
development initiatives lies the difficult work 
of building trust and common purpose among 
potentially competing stakeholders. Regional 
development strategies need to provide 
opportunity and space for interests to overcome 
distrust and arrive at better understanding.
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State Initiatives
In conjunction with regional initiatives, the State of 
California is beginning for the first time to address 
regional economic development in a consistent 
and comprehensive manner. The Regions Rise 
Together initiative aimed to support regional 
economic planning in parts of the state that have 
not shared in the prosperity of California’s coastal 
cities. With the new Community Economic Resilience 
Fund (CERF), state government is now poised to 
invest $600 million statewide in support of regional 
collaboratives that will develop and implement 
inclusive development strategies.

Nevertheless, CERF faces several significant 
challenges that may limit its ability to advance 
regional economies. 

 ◊ Balancing Priorities: CERF commendably 
encourages regional development that 
balances economic growth, social equity, and 
environmental sustainability. Yet the program 
also encompasses a broad range of desired 
outcomes, without establishing clear precedence 
among its various goals. The risk is that when 
everything is a priority, nothing is.

 ◊ Scale: CERF is a four-year, $600 million program. 
Although this represents a significant investment 
in regional economies, it is only a drop in the 
bucket compared to the investment required to 
bend regional economic trajectories. Lifting up 
the economies of less prosperous regions will 
likely require billions in funding over decades.

 ◊ Coordination: Recent budgets include over $10 
billion in one-time and continuing funding that 
can support regional development projects. This 
funding, however, is spread across 65 programs 
and investments and across 21 departments 
and agencies—with different requirements, 
regulatory frameworks, and administrative 
processes.

Committing to Equitable 
Regional Economic 
Development
Advancing the economies of less prosperous 
regions will require greater state leadership, long-
term support for regional development, and more 
coordination of existing resources. California cannot 
expect regions to do all the work of aligning funding 
and coordinating programmatic and regulatory 
requirements. State government needs to direct 
resources to regions that need them the most, invest 
in regional capacity, facilitate regional development 
strategies, and ensure that regions balance the goals 
of growth and inclusion.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: The Governor, Legislature, and 
relevant state agencies should prioritize historically 
disadvantaged regions for funding within CERF and 
related programs.

Recommendation 2: Policymakers should provide 
greater strategic clarity to CERF by focusing the 
program more clearly on the creation of quality jobs 
in sustainable industries with high growth potential 
and on connecting members of disadvantaged 
communities with the quality jobs created.

Recommendation 3: State government should 
strongly encourage and support regional investment 
in traded sectors. Traded sectors drive regional 
growth. State government needs to encourage 
regions to focus their strategies specifically on these 
sectors.

Recommendation 4: The Governor should further 
create a single, senior point of leadership for 
regional economic development, and the Governor, 
Legislature, and state agencies should further 
coordinate state funding and programs in support of 
regional economic development strategies.
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Recommendation 5: California should build regional 
capacity to pursue inclusive regional economic 
development by dedicating ongoing funding for 
regional collaboratives and planning for how to 
structure and sustain regional collaboration after the 
end of CERF.

Recommendation 6: The Legislature should allocate 
ongoing funding to better enable colleges and 
universities to act as leaders in regional economic 
development and improve alignment with regional 
economies.

Recommendation 7: State policymakers should 
institutionalize the regular reporting of metrics 
relating to the health of regional economies and the 
extent of regional economic disparities.


