Environmental Setting Description for Humboldt County Commercial Cannabis
Operations Ordinance Environmental Impact Report ( (CEQA Guidelines § 15125)
Humboldt County is an extremely rural county of approximately 135,000 residents, including 11
recognized California Native American Tribes and 7 incorporated cities. Covering 3,568 square
miles, the county includes a productive bay and harbor on the Pacific Ocean and stretches east
into rugged, sparsely populated coastal mountains. The transportation distances and restrictions
isolate Humboldt, resulting in an island-like economy. At the geographic center of the fivecounty Redwood Coast region—including neighboring counties Del Norte, Mendocino, Trinity
and Siskiyou— Humboldt has the largest population and workforce and generates the most new
jobs and firms in the region. [copied from public splash page for Humboldt County website]
Humboldt County includes significant portions of the Klamath River, Trinity River, Mad River,
Van Duzen River, Mattole River, Eel River, and Redwood Creek watersheds, and their
tributaries. Historically, these rivers provided spawning grounds for salmon and steelhead runs
that were central to the culture of local California Native American Tribes, and once supported a
thriving commercial fishing industry along the northern California coast, now in serious decline.
Humboldt Bay hosts the largest aquaculture area in California, 320 acres with an estimated
production value of $7,590,000 in 2013.
Approximately seventy-five percent of the county’s 2.3 million acres are forested coastal
mountains. About fifty percent of this acreage is held as private commercial timberland and 35
percent is state or federal public land, including Redwood National and State Park, Six Rivers
National Forest, the King Range National Conservation Area, and Humboldt Redwoods State
Park.
Though forests are a defining feature, agriculture is a key part of the landscape and remains an
important base industry. Approximately twenty percent of Humboldt County (460,000 acres)
remains agricultural.
The timber industry economic activity peaked in the 50s and 60s, but is still a significant
contributor to the local economy. In the period 2000-2012 Humboldt County ranked first or
second in timber harvest among all California counties, with 16-20% of the total. The reported
estimated gross value of timber and agricultural commodities produced in Humboldt County in
2013 are:
Timber Production Livestock Milk and Milk Products
Nursery Stock
Field Crops (non-cannabis)
Fruit and Nut Crops
Vegetable Crops

$72,520,000
$76,921,000
$61,889,000
$49,811,000
$ 4,860,000
$ 1,882,000
$ 1,427,000

Humboldt County is said to be the heart of the Emerald Triangle (Humboldt, Mendocino and
Trinity Counties), considered by many to be the epicenter of domestic marijuana cultivation in
the United States, if not the world. Current estimates are that there are 8,000 – 10,000 or more
outdoor or mixed light cultivation operations, and an unknown number of indoor cultivation

facilities. The pervasive presence of marijuana cultivation throughout large portions of rural
Humboldt County grew gradually over a period of 50 years beginning in the late 1960s, but
accelerated at an increasing rate over the past 20 years -- with the last few years at a pace often
referred to locally as the “green rush.”
For most of this history, growing marijuana was an illicit, clandestine, contraband activity, and is
still prohibited by federal criminal law. As a consequence, it developed in remote rural locations,
disbursed in relatively small areas of cultivation on large tracts of land. Access to sites is often
over old private logging or ranch roads built with little or no consideration for erosion control
and sedimentation of watersheds. New roads have been bulldozed into the landscape without
permits or proper design to prevent erosion. The primary value of these locations is concealment
and difficulty of enforcement. Otherwise the location of the bulk of marijuana cultivation
operations was previously suited only for forest or grazing lands, too steep and without sufficient
water or adequate soils that could support commercially viable cultivation of other legal field or
orchard crops.
As of 2014, outdoor and greenhouse marijuana cultivation was most prevalent in southern
Humboldt County.

Figure 1 Google Earth Markers of probable cannabis cultivation sites 2014

In some areas of Humboldt County the density of grows evident from Google Earth were as high
as 27 grow sites per square mile in 2014. One 3 square mile area southwest of Alder Point with
158 parcels included more than 82 separate grow areas in 2012-2014. Parcel sizes in this area
ranged from about 4 acres to over 112 acres, with the average about 10 acres. About 41% of the
parcels appeared to have one or more grow sites on them during 2012-2014. The largest site
incorporated over 3 acres of cleared forest and 36 separate hoop houses could be counted as of
2012.

Figure 2 – Suspected cultivation sites in a 3 square mile area SW of Alder Point

Another concentration of grow sites is found in a 6 square mile area near the southeastern corner
of the county mostly comprised of 40-acre parcels. Of 89 parcels in the area, 52 had one or more
grow site, a rate of 58%. A total of 74 grows were identified, a density of over 12 sites per
square mile.

Figure 3 – Suspected cultivation sites in a 6 square mile area near SE corner of Humboldt County

Estimates of the value of marijuana produced in Humboldt County are speculative and based on
wholesale value that can vary widely depending on whether for legitimate medical use in
California under prior state law, or for black market national and international export. Figures
range from $1 – 4 billion, street value annually. A study of outdoor and greenhouse production
in 60 of 112 randomly sampled watersheds in the county estimated a wholesale gross value to
growers of $150,000,000 in 2014. One study conservatively estimated that cash spending of
revenue from marijuana cultivation in the Humboldt County economy may have amounted to as
much as $451,000,000 in 2010. By any measure, marijuana accounts for a very significant
proportion of the economic activity in the county.
In large part because it has been an illegal contraband commodity, marijuana is a very high value
crop. That value underwrites cultivation practices that are costly and inefficient. Outdoor
planting areas have to be cleared and graded. Cultivators import specialized soil for planting
cannabis in beds or pots. The imported soil is often discarded on site and replaced annually with
new soil. Low and seasonal flows from local springs or creeks requires construction of ponds or
tanks for water storage, often supplemented by water delivered by truck. These locations are
often far off the electrical grid. Power for supplemental lighting to increase the yield of crops
and to power pumps, fans and other equipment is often supplied by diesel or propane powered
generators. The result is noise and increased fire hazards in sensitive forest habitat area, as well
as air quality and carbon emissions that would not exist or could be more easily mitigated if
cultivation and processing occurred in areas on the grid.

The expansion of marijuana cultivation in Humboldt County has been in part spurred by changes
in attitudes and regulations beginning in 1996 with the passage of the Compassionate Use Act,
Proposition 215, codified at Health and Safety Code section 11362.5, which provided state law
protections from criminal prosecution for the cultivation, possession and use of medical
marijuana by qualified patients. Legislation to provide a partial framework to implement the
initiative did not follow until 2003 with the enactment of SB 420, Stats. 2003, Ch. 875. In 2008
then- Attorney General Jerry Brown provided further guidance for law enforcement to focus law
enforcement resources away from quasi-legitimate medical marijuana cultivation. These
developments established a non-profit cultivation / collective-cooperative model for medical
marijuana cultivation, product manufacturing and dispensaries. The adoption the MCRSA
represents a paradigm shift to a regulated commercial marketplace model.
Medical cannabis under the protection of the Prop 215/SB 420 regime that may transition to
MCRSA commercial model is believed to account for a relatively small percentage of marijuana
cultivated in Humboldt County, perhaps as little as 10 – 20%. Participation in the Humboldt
County’s permitting program for medical cannabis under the CMMLUO is therefore expected to
represent a proportionately small fraction of the total of cannabis activity. If Proposition 64, the
Adult Use of Marijuana Act is enacted in the November 2016 election, the legal marketplace for
cannabis products in California is anticipated to be much larger, resulting in a higher
participation rate.
Because there will still be black market demand for Humboldt-grown cannabis outside of
California in other states and throughout the world that can bring both higher prices and not be
subject to state or local taxes or costly environmental protection compliance standards, a
significant portion of cannabis activity in the County is likely to continue outside of any
regulatory regime.

