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Aggregate material is the backbone of the construction industry. Derived from crushing gravel, rock and sand, it
is processed to produce asphalt, concrete and cement for roadways, buildings and other infrastructure projects.

Besides lengthy permitting processes and a limited number of local mines, local producers are doing all they
can to get the material to the worksite in a timely, cost effective manner.

California remains the nation’s leading producer of aggregate material, which made up 44 percent of the state’s
$3.72 billion non-fuel mineral production in 2005, with 235 million tons being produced that year.

According to a 2006 report by the California Geological Survey (CGS), however, the state will experience a 30-
percent shortfall of aggregate through 2050 with the consideration that Californians use about 7 tons per capita
every year. The report forecasts that current resources only meet 71 million tons of Fresno County’s 629-
million-ton aggregate demand for the next 50 years, while Northern Tulare County will meet less than half of its
demand of 205 million tons.

Scarcity of resources has not only raised doubts about potential infrastructure improvements from agencies such
as California Department of Transportation, but has raised the price of aggregate in the last several years.
Transportation costs alone for hauling aggregate was pegged by the CGS to cost $50 million annually in the
Fresno Production Region beginning in 2012, by which time permitted reserves are expected to be depleted.

Walt Plachta, Fresno branch manager of materials testing firm BSK Associates, said the recession has caused a
slowdown in construction, allowing demand for aggregate to level off. However, with a state population
expected to grow to 59 million by 2050, the need for new roads, homes, water systems and other infrastructure
will necessitate a search for better and closer resources of aggregate.

Plachta added that a blip in construction due to stimulus spending and infrastructure bonds is not enough yet to
pull the industry out of a slump.

“What you’re seeing is a reflection in the economy and a dip in demand,” Plachta said. “Part of the economic
downturn is maybe due to the price of materials. Because we’re having to pull the materials from farther away,
the price goes up.”

Since the 50-year shortage was announced, Fresno County has been actively considering several new
developments to help meet demand in a way that wouldn’t require bringing supplies from outside the region as
it has commonly done.

One project that has received considerable acclaim as well as criticism since it was proposed nearly 10 years
ago is a mining operation eight miles east of Sanger that would extract hard rock from Jesse Morrow Mountain,
a summit rising 2,083 feet along Highway 180.

The proposed operation by CEMEX, a Mexican company with mineral mines in 35 states, encompasses 400
acres along the mountain’s southern side, 150 acres of which would be mined at one time. While most of the
region’s aggregate comes from gravel along the San Joaquin and Kings rivers — both sources with questionable
long-term supplies — Jesse Morrow Mountain project will be one of the few dry mines where earth blasting
will remove rock along 24 step-like intervals over its lifespan. The landscape, meanwhile, will be refilled with



topsoil and planted with grass. At the peak of production, the mine is expected to produce around 2 million tons
of aggregate per year, 80 million tons by 2047.

Jennifer Borgen, spokesperson for CEMEX, said the project will go a long way to meet long term demands
while its closeness to the Fresno metropolitan area will reduce greenhouse gases by cutting down the time it
takes trucks to haul supplies.

“A lot of our facilities are idled because of the economy, but you know demand is going to come back, and
that’s why you put your projects closer to where the demand is,” Borgen said.

Despite a push to carry out construction projects using more recycled building materials from demolition sites
or excess stockpiles, Borgen said there is still a great need for real aggregate, which tends to be more durable
and resistant to abrasion.

Other groups believe that aggregate is not as scarce as it has been reported. Eugene Otto, president of the
organization Friends of Jesse Morrow Mountain, said large-scale mining operations like the one CEMEX is
proposing is not worth the hazards to the landscape or the environment, where even the project’s Environmental
Impact Report states that the project will have unavoidable impacts on air quality due to blasting, processing
and planting.

“They significantly overestimated the need for aggregate in the county,” Otto said. “They based the figures on
when we were in the boom time. We had one of our experts do an analysis find that we have enough aggregate
to supply us for another 20 years with the existing mines.”

Other recent mines include the 2007 approval of a 440-acre expansion of mine near Centerville along the Kings
River operated by Vulcan Materials Company. Although aggregate mining and processing has occurred on the
site since the 1940s, the company’s recent expansion will use a dewatering technique to extract from 1 million
to 2.5 million tons per year of aggregate beneath the riverbed for the next 50 years.

The Birmingham, Ala.-based company shipped 231 million tons of aggregate from its 334 aggregate production
and related facilities across the U.S., including its River Rock mine along the San Joaquin River near Friant,
which has been under development since 1988.

Calaveras Materials Inc. was approved last year for a 315-acre sand and gravel mine, four miles southeast of
Sanger along the Kings River, where it is expected to produce a around 1 million tons of aggregate a year.
Gerawan Farm’s Carmelita mine near Sanger was also approved this year with an annual estimated yield of 1.25
million tons of aggregate that would be used in road base while clearing out rocky obstructions to the farm’s
stone fruit orchards.

New mines are replacing projects that have either reached their usable lifespan or have been idled in the last few
years, such as Granite Construction Company’s gravel pits in Coalinga and several operated by Vulcan
Materials Company.


