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REPORT OVERVIEW   
 

Wheelerôs has prepared this comprehensive analysis to help regional leaders in both the public and 

private sectors better know and understand the market dynamics and key economic conditions in the 

Coachella Valley that impact the availability and affordability of housing geared for the regionôs core 

workforce. 

 

The report is segmented into two core sections. Section One provides a big picture view of the key 

factors that are relevant to the nature of workforce housing need, affordability and availability in the 

region. This section of the report includes current and historical data and analysis of the following 

items: 

 

 Demographics (population growth and projections, household characteristics, etc.); 

 Income (household, family and per capita for the desert cities); 

 Employment (jobs and unemployment); 

 Housing affordability considerations; 

 Residential construction activity (housing starts for single- and multi-family units), and  

 Other factors, such as foreclosure activity, that impact housing. 

 

Section Two presents an in-depth analysis of the current status of housing ï both for sale and for rent ï 

that most closely matches up with the income level and needs of our core workforce. In this section we 

analyze the following categories of information: 

 

 Available inventory and pricing of workforce housing for purchase, including resales and new 

housing; 

 Monthly rent and availability/occupancy rates of apartments and townhouses in the region; 

 New housing in the development ñpipelineò that could be available in the future, and 

 Projections for housing needs for the various income sectors based on the Southern California 

Association of Governments Regional Housing Need Assessment estimates. 

 

Section Three provides some concluding remarks and observations on what the data and anecdotal 

information might be telling us. 
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SECTION ONE:   THE BIG PICTURE  

 
POPULATION GROWTH TRENDS  

 
COACHELLA VALLEY POPULATION GROWTH RATE SURPASSES STATE , COUNTY RATES  

 

The California Department of Finance provides population estimates for the state, the counties and the 

cities at the beginning of every year. The January 2008 data (released on May 1, 2008) shows that 

California added 490,000 residents in 2007 ï a 1.3% increase over the previous year.  

 

The 2008 data report lists 478 California cities, of which 439 gained population, 2 experienced no 

change, and the remaining 37 lost population. Compared to the prior year, more cities gained 

population and fewer cities lost population.  

 

The year 2007 marked the seventh consecutive year that Riverside County ranked in the top 10 in all 

three key population measures ï size, numerical change and percent change. In the category of numeric 

change in population, Riverside County managed to hang on to its 2
nd 

place ranking.   

 

COACHELLA VALLEY GROWTH OUTPAC ES COUNTY, STATE 

 

The Coachella Valley grew at a faster rate in 2007 than both the county and the state. The valley 

population expanded at a rate of 2.9% in 2007, down .7% from the 3.6% increase during the previous 

year. The valley added 12,682 new permanent residents in 2007, bringing the grand total to 443,612 

(including Wheelerôs estimates of the population in the unincorporated areas within the valley).  The 

valley boasted 4 of the top 10 fastest growing cities in terms of percentage increase in Riverside 

County.  The city of Indio was among the 10 fastest growing cities (6
th
) in terms of numeric change in 

California among those with a population of less than 300,000. It was also the 3
rd
 fastest growing city 

in Riverside County in terms of percentage increase. Coachella, where permanent population grew 

5.2%, posted the 2
nd

 fastest growth rate in the desert region and the 4
th
 fastest growth rate in the 

county.   
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COACHELLA VALLEY POPULATION FIGURES 

As of January 1, 2008 
     

% Growth 

      
Since 

 
Census Jan 1, Jan 1, One year growth 2000 

 
2000 2007 2008 # % Census 

Western Valley: 
      Cathedral City 42,647  52,151  52,465  314  0.6% 23.0% 

Desert Hot Springs 16,582  24,907  26,068  1,161  4.7% 57.2% 

Palm Springs 42,807  46,893  47,251  358  0.8% 10.4% 

Unincorporated 9,642  11,754  11,966  212  1.8% 24.1% 

Total Western Valley 111,678  135,705  137,750  2,045  1.5% 23.3% 

Central Valley: 
      Indian Wells 3,816  4,945  5,025  80  1.6% 31.7% 

La Quinta 23,694  41,125  42,958  1,833  4.5% 81.3% 

Palm Desert 41,155  49,789  50,907  1,118  2.2% 23.7% 

Rancho Mirage 13,249  16,957  17,057  100  0.6% 28.7% 

Unincorporated 10,353  10,993  11,191  198  1.8% 8.1% 

Total Central Valley 92,267  123,809  127,138  3,329  2.7% 37.8% 

Eastern Valley: 
      Indio 49,116  77,208  81,512  4,304  5.6% 66.0% 

Coachella 22,724  38,515  40,517  2,002  5.2% 78.3% 

Unincorporated 42,340  55,693  56,695  1,002  1.8% 33.9% 

Total Eastern Valley 114,180  171,416  178,724  7,308  4.3% 56.5% 

Total Coachella Valley 318,125  430,930  443,612  12,682  2.9% 39.4% 

Comparison (in 000's): 
      Riverside County 1,545  2,035  2,088  53  2.6% 35.1% 

California 33,872  37,559  38,049  490  1.3% 12.3% 

Numbers may not add up due to independent rounding 

In some cases, population figures as of January 1, 2008 were revised by the Dept. of Finance 

 

As shown above, the eastern sector of the valley grew the most by a large margin during 2007, with an 

increase of 4.3% to 178,724 permanent residents, or roughly 40% of the valleyôs population. This 

district includes the cities of Coachella and Indio, as well as the unincorporated communities of 

Mecca, Thermal and land to the south toward the Salton Sea. Indio has the largest population in the 

valley with 81,512 permanent residents. The eastern sector has grown 56.5% since the 2000 Census. 

Clearly, the eastern valley will continue to far outpace the growth of the rest of the valley as the 

availability of land is much greater there than in the other areas. 

 

Utilizing the age group breakdowns provided by the Census Departmentôs American Community 

Survey of 2006, approximately 55% of the 443,612 permanent Coachella Valley residents ï roughly 

244,000 ï are within the age groups that comprise the regionôs workforce.  
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POPULATION PROJECTIONS (2015 AND 2035) 

 

Essentially every entity that provides population projections for the Coachella Valley, including 

CVAG, estimates that the area can accommodate between 1 million and 1.2 million permanent 

residents at build out. When that will happen is difficult to predict with a high level of confidence, but 

the Riverside County Center for Demographic Analysis the region will be home to approximately one 

million people by the year 2035.  

 

Specifically, the Riverside County Center for Demographic Research projects that total permanent 

population in the Coachella Valley will be 559,1005 in 2015 and 1,001,000 by 2035.   

 

The projected increase in number of residents is approximately 115,000 by 2015 and 560,000 by 2035. 

As a very basic analysis, the Coachella Valley would need to produce approximately 38,000 new 

housing units by 2015 (equivalent to 5,400 per year) if the region wide average of three people per 

occupied household continues. It would take roughly 187,000 new dwelling units to accommodate the 

new people projected to live in the region by 2035, which would require an average of 6,900 new units 

per year. 

 

If we continue with the assumption that people in the workforce will comprise 55% of the valleyôs 

population, then 63,250 of the 115,000 new residents in the region by 2015 will be added to the 

workforce and 308,000 of the 560,000 new residents in the region will be among the workforce. A 

more targeted analysis ï assuming a greater number of people per workforce oriented household 

(closer to the prevailing 3.5 people per family household) ï points to the potential need of 18,000 

(2,250 per year on average) workforce housing units in the region to accommodate the new working 

people in the region by 2015 and 88,000 new units (3,150 on average) by 2035.  

 

Later in this report we will look at how these projected needs compare to actual and potential 

workforce housing production.  

 

Projected Population by City 
 (2008 - 2035) 

   

 
Current Projected 

City   2015 2035 

Cathedral City 52,465                60,293             76,838  

Coachella 40,517                60,759           119,383  

Desert Hot Springs 26,068                50,836             70,311  

Indian Wells 5,025                  5,708               6,711  

Indio 81,512                86,889           112,019  

La Quinta 42,958                50,049             57,937  

Palm Desert 50,907                59,588             73,131  

Palm Springs 47,251                51,756             70,854  

Rancho Mirage 17,057                22,586             32,847  

Unincorporated               79,852              110,641           381,850  

Total            443,612              559,105       1,001,881  

    
Sources:  California Dept. of Finance/Riverside County Center for Demographic Research 
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COACHELLA VALLEY EMPLOYMENT  

 

OVERVIEW  

 

The expanding frontier of Southern Californiaôs urban economy has not yet reached the Coachella 

Valley. Thus, the jobs within the region tend to be filled by local residents while relatively few local 

residents tend to be commuters to jobs outside of it.  

 

The valley economy has evolved based upon providing services to tourists, conventions, seasonal 

second homeowners and a growing base of retirees. Therefore, a significant share of the job base is in 

retailing, consumer services, hotels, amusement (including casinos) and construction. The skills 

required to work in these sectors often do not require well-educated workers. The major exception is 

the valleyôs large health care field. 

 

The regionôs agricultural heritage has meant that, historically, a significant blue collar population has 

always lived in it. Though agriculture is now less of a growth force, many people from these families 

now constitute a significant share of the local labor force. This working population has tended to live 

in Indio, Coachella, Desert Hot Springs and Cathedral City, while their jobs have often been in the 

other five desert cities. Though recent housing trends have tended to break down some of this 

separation, the valley still has a significant division between cities with high income people needing 

services and cities with modest income residents who provide those services. 

 

A preponderance of the most affordable housing built in the region within the past decade is located in 

the eastern sector of the Coachella Valley. Because of the relative scarcity of land in the desertôs most 

completely developed cities in the central and western sectors, most of the attainably priced housing 

being planned for the future is slated for the east valley with the exception of Desert Hot Springs.  

 

Following are some charts and summaries that illustrate the long- and short-term growth in 

employment in the Coachella Valley.  

 

TOTAL EMPLOYMENT IN THE COACHELLA VALLEY  

 

From 1991 ï 2006 (note: 2006 full year figures are the latest detailed data available), the Coachella 

Valleyôs employment went from 72,974 to 141,092; a gain of 68,118 jobs or 93.4%. The regionôs 

economy is expanding because its full-time population is growing rapidly and its convention, tourism 

and retirement activities are increasing. Also, companies are learning about the regionôs land and labor 

force cost advantages, especially in the East Valley with its Enterprise Zone benefits, and entering the 

desert market. 
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TOTAL PAYROLL  

 

From 1991 to 2006, the total payroll released by the Coachella Valley firms and agencies more than 

tripled ï going from $1.4 billion to approximately $4.7 billion. The gain in the regionôs payroll from 

1991 ï 2006 was $3.3 billion or 335.7%. Of the $3.3 billion gain in payroll, $644 million was needed 

by workers to make up for the 45.2% increase in Southern California prices that occurred during the 

period. When this is deducted, the Coachella Valley still saw the purchasing power of its local payrolls 

more than double. 

 

 
 
NUMBER OF FIRMS  

 

The number of firms in the Coachella Valley has risen from 5,400 in 1991 to 8,483 in 2006 ï a gain of 

3,083 firms for an increase of 57%. These numbers should be viewed as a long-term general trend and 

not exact data because they do not include entrepreneurs with no payroll. For this reason, small upward 

or downward fluctuations from year to year are not significant as they generally involve very small 

firms switching from pure entrepreneurs to employers of one or two workers. 

 

 
 

EMPLOYMENT BY SECTOR 

 

In 2006 , the data showed five largest sectors in which residents of the Coachella Valley worked were: 

Hotel and recreation (19.4%); education (16.4%); retailing (13.6%); professional work including 

private health care (10.9%), and construction (10.4%). 

 


