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GROWER SHIPPER ASSOCIATION OF CENTRAL CALIFORNIA

AGRICULTURAL ISSUES AND ATTITUDE 
SURVEY AMONG CENTRAL COAST  

AND BAY AREA RESIDENTS

In February 2020, the Grower Shipper Association of Central California (GSA) conducted a survey 
among Bay Area and Central Coast residents to determine what issues are impacting or concerning 
them most, and more specifically, how they view issues affecting agriculture in their community. 
While this survey was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the results and responses still 
have value and provide important information to GSA as the organization works to advance families, 
food and farming in our region.

SURVEY METHODOLOGY:

The online survey was conducted in eight 
counties in the Bay Area and Central Coast 
from February 7 through February 10. The 
survey margin of error was 4.0. 

OVERALL ISSUES OF CONCERN:

This portion of the survey is where the pandemic 
has likely changed viewpoints the most 
drastically. Other statewide surveys now show 
the pandemic and its effect on livelihoods, 
schools, health care and our economy as well 
as racial inequality would be the top issues of 
concern cited by Northern Californians today. 
However, there is still information to be gleaned 
from this survey section.

Respondents were provided a randomized list 
of issues affecting California and California 
agriculture at the time of the survey. Of those 
surveyed, 76% of respondents rated affordable 
housing as the single most important issue 
facing Californians. Interestingly, the COVID-19 
pandemic has shined a new light on the need 
for solutions since housing density has been of 
significant concern whether you’re a high tech 
worker in San Francisco or a farm worker  
in Salinas. 

An equal number of respondents rated 
homelessness as the single most important 
issue for Californians, followed by crime and 
personal safety (68%), traffic/congestion (68%) 
education (67%), climate change (63%), 
wildfires (63%) taxes (62%), water supply 
(62%) and food safety (60%). Immigration 
(49%), pesticides (37%) and labor shortages  
in lower wage jobs (36%) were cited less 
frequently.

PERCEPTIONS OF AGRICULTURE

Seventy-seven percent of respondents stated 
that agriculture was most or very important to 
the quality of life and the economy of California. 
Only the high tech industry ranked higher with 
80% of respondents stating that the industry 
was most or very important to the quality of life 
and economy in California.

AGRICULTURAL ISSUES 

Survey respondents were then asked about 
their views and attitudes toward issues 
specifically related to agriculture. These issues 
were presented to respondents in a randomized 
order.



Food Safety

Sixty-nine percent of respondents stated they 
were very or somewhat confident that 
government regulations and food safety efforts 
were working well to protect public health. 
While this result may appear initially positive, 
as the survey explored this issue further it 
showed that food safety confidence was limited. 

As the survey continued, respondents were 
provided two statements and asked which 
came closer to their view: 

• Some People Say: Recent outbreaks 
associated with certain produce items 
have made me concerned about the 
safety of fresh fruit and vegetables grown 
in California. 49% strongly or somewhat 
agreed.

• Other People Say: The vast majority of 
fresh fruits and vegetables grown in 
California are safe to eat so the recent 
outbreaks associated with produce have 
not made me concerned about the safety 
of fresh fruits and vegetables grown in 
California. 35% strongly or somewhat 
agreed.

Sixteen percent of respondents stated they were 
undecided. 

Respondents stated that they had the most 
confidence in the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC) and the Federal Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) in protecting food safety. 
This was followed by consumer groups (55%) 
and farmers (51%). However when asked who 
should take the lead role in addressing food 
safety concerns, 44% stated it should be a 
combination of government agencies and 
farmers.

When asked how confident they were in food 
safety initiatives led by grocery stores and 
restaurants, 59% agreed they were somewhat 
to very confident. Fifty-three percent of 
respondents stated they were somewhat to very 

confident in an industry-led initiative that 
requires mandatory government audits on 
certain farms. 

Pesticide Use

Fifty-seven percent of respondents stated they 
very or somewhat concerned about pesticide 
use where they live. Seventy-seven percent of 
respondents were concerned about the use of 
pesticides in agriculture, followed by 59% 
concerned about residential use and 54% 
concerned about commercial use. 

However, many (42%) said they understand the 
benefits of pesticide use with 23% stating they 
were unsure about those benefits. This may 
indicate an openness by residents to learn and 
understand more about agricultural use of 
pesticides in organic and conventional 
production. This became especially clear when 
50% stated they were unsure if they agreed or 
disagreed with this true statement: “Many of 
the same pesticides used in conventional 
farming are also used in organic farming.”

Water

A large majority of survey respondents (87%) 
use municipal water sources in their homes 
and 69% stated their water quality was good to 
excellent. While overall concerns were lower 
when compared to other issues, when asked to 
think more about water, most respondents 
stated they were most concerned about an 
adequate water supply and drought impacts 
(78%). Sixty-four percent stated they were 
concerned about potential fertilizer and 
pesticide run-off into the ocean, rivers and 
streams with 62% concerned about industrial 
contamination of water sources. Forty percent 
of respondents stated that they had the most 
confidence in a combination of entities to 
address water quality issues led by water 
utilities and environmental groups. Respondents 
included regulators, water experts and farmers 
as part of that combination but to a much lesser 
extent. 
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Farm Labor 

Many of the survey questions centered around 
perceptions about the employment of guest 
workers who legally come to the U.S. under the 
H-2A visa program. Seventy-seven percent of 
respondents supported the employment of 
guest workers by agriculture and 71% agreed 
the guest worker program is important to 
California’s economy. And, 62% agreed that 
meeting California’s workforce needs helps 
ensure a strong economy but only 44% are 
concerned that guest workers could be taking 
jobs away from Californians. Fifty-four percent 
said they were concerned about the impact of 
guest workers on housing in the region at the 
time of the survey.

CONCLUSIONS AND GSA’S ROLE 

As it did for every one of us, the pandemic 
severely shifted the focus of the farming 
community and GSA. Significant time and 
resources were devoted to protecting essential 
farm workers from COVID-19 exposure while 
working to ensure a consistent supply of safe 
and healthy foods reaches consumers during a 
period of unprecedented market disruption. As 
the pandemic evolves, GSA’s work to facilitate 
the availability or protective equipment for 
farm workers, in-field training by medical 
professionals, the availability of quarantined 
housing needed for workers who may be sick 
or exposed to the virus and adequate COVID-19 
testing programs continues and remains of 
primary importance. 

However, the survey findings as well as 
conversations with media, residents, regulators, 
elected officials and labor groups concerning 
COVID-19 show that Californians want and 
need more information about issues impacting 
agriculture and our industry’s response. It is 
also clear they greatly value farming in 
California and its importance to a healthy 
economy. 

After examining the survey results, GSA can 
play a pivotal role through implementation or 
continuance of solution-based programs, 
especially in the area of food safety, enhanced 
and transparent external communications 
about farming practices as well as continued 
dialogue and engagement with residents, 
elected officials, labor and environmental 
advocates. This survey will help GSA prioritize 
its attention and efforts on the issues of key 
importance to Bay Area and Central Coast 
residents. 
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