
Why a UCR economist says there is no drought 
Without significant economic consequences, it’s just a water shortage, he tells 
business leaders. Water officials and farmers disagree with his logic. 
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UC Riverside economist Christopher Thornberg told hundreds of business leaders at a recent economic 
forecast that there is no drought. 

The state may have a water shortage, but not a drought, which is characterized by significant economic 
consequences, said Thornberg, director of the university’s Center for Economic Forecasting and 
Development. 

In his October 1 speech at the Riverside Convention Center, Thornberg noted that California’s $46 billion 
agriculture sector has had record-high crop revenue and employment. 

Agriculture is doing so well, he said, that California farmers were able to grow nearly 1 million acres of hay 
last year. In 2013, 15 percent of U.S.-produced alfalfa came from Kern County and 12 percent from the 
Imperial Valley, in the desert south of Riverside County, near the Mexican border, according to the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. 

Thornberg objects to a water-thirsty crop like hay being grown in the desert, and the export of 26 percent of 
California’s crop to China, Japan and the United Arab Emirates. 

“Agriculture’s not suffering, folks. It’s as simple as that,” Thornberg told the crowd. “That’s what’s going on 
out there. You’re not allowed to take a shower so we can (export hay to) feed Chinese pigs.” 

Contacted later by telephone, Thornberg admitted he was being facetious and said his speech at the sixth 
annual Inland Southern California Economic Forecast Conference was intended to be provocative. He 
acknowledged California’s lack of snowpack and low reservoir storage. 

The content of his address surprised and frustrated some water officials, who said the declaration of drought 
is based on hydrology, not economics. 

‘NARROW DEFINITION’  

“That’s a very narrow definition,” said Celeste Cantu, general manager of the Santa Ana Watershed Project 
Authority in Riverside. 

The state Department of Water Resources defines drought as a period of below-normal precipitation or 
runoff, or a shortage of water for a particular purpose. 

“It’s true, from a statewide perspective there’s been little economic downturn so far. But it’s been 
economically treacherous for those people less resilient in our state, and those are first, farm workers, and 
second, farmers who don’t have the ability to drill a deeper well,” Cantu said. 

When Gov. Jerry Brown ordered residents in April to cut water use 25 percent compared with 2013 levels, 
agriculture was not included. Brown said the industry had already borne the brunt of the drought, now in its 
fourth year, by fallowing land and paying more to irrigate remaining crops. 



A UC Davis analysis of the drought’s impacts released in August found that irrigation districts and farmers 
have been more resilient to the drought than many had anticipated. 

That was mostly because they were substituting groundwater for diminishing surface water supplies, as well 
as high-priced water trading and preserving the most valuable crops. 

“However, the effects of drought are unevenly distributed over regions,” the study concluded. “In some 
regions with limited groundwater reserves the economic and employment impacts are very severe. In others, 
there is an increased cost of expanded groundwater use which is partially offset by high crop prices.” 

JOB LOSSES  

The Davis researchers estimate 542,000 acres will be idled this year, 114,000 more acres than the 2014 
drought estimate. They peg direct agricultural costs at about $1.84 billion and 10,100 seasonal jobs. When 
indirect costs are considered for related businesses, losses will be as high as $2.74 billion and nearly 21,000 
jobs. 

Using groundwater is a temporary -- and unsustainable -- practice, Cantu said. Aquifers in many farming 
regions are severely over drafted as a result and causing land in the San Joaquin Valley to sink nearly 2 
inches per month in some places.  
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