Housing Needs in Eastern Coachella Valley: A Story of Challenges and Resilience

The Eastern Coachella Valley (ECV) is a region with a rich history and a complex present, marked by both
its agricultural bounty and the struggles of its predominantly low-income residents. Comprising the
communities of Thermal, Oasis, Mecca, Coachella, and North Shore, the ECV is home to many
farmworkers who face significant challenges in accessing safe, affordable housing. This story explores the
housing landscape of the ECV, highlighting the needs, challenges, and recommendations for improving
the living conditions of its residents, drawing from a various analyses and a comprehensive study entitled
Housing Choice and Access in the Eastern Coachella Valley: An Ethnographic Study of Housing among
Low-wage Workers, by Christian Mendez.

A Historical Context

The ECV has long been a hub for agricultural labor, with a significant portion of its population engaged in
farming activities. The region's history is deeply intertwined with the United Farm Workers (UFW)
movement and environmental justice campaigns, such as those advocating for the rehabilitation of the
Salton Sea. These efforts reflect the community's ongoing struggle for better living and working
conditions amidst various environmental challenges.

The Current Housing Landscape

Mendez's study reveals that housing in the ECV is characterized by a variety of typologies, including
mobile homes, apartments, accessory dwelling units (ADUs), and stick-built homes. Each of these
housing types presents unique challenges and opportunities for the residents. The majority of housing in
the region consists of mobile homes, many of which are located in informal settlements known as
Polanco parks. These parks, often family-owned, provide a semblance of stability and community for
their residents but are plagued by inadequate infrastructure and regulatory oversight.

Economic Access and Housing Choice

Economic constraints are a major determinant of housing choice in the ECV. For many residents, the
affordability of mobile homes and ADUs offers financial flexibility that is crucial for their survival. Mendez
highlights that low-cost housing allows residents to allocate their limited resources towards other
essential needs, such as supporting their children and managing healthcare expenses. However, this
financial flexibility often comes at the cost of living in substandard conditions, with many mobile homes
lacking basic amenities and proper maintenance.

Social and Physical Access

In addition to economic factors, social and physical access significantly influence housing choices.
Proximity to agricultural fields and essential services, such as healthcare and groceries, plays a vital role
in where residents choose to live. Social networks and family ties further dictate housing decisions, as
many residents prioritize being close to their extended families and social support systems. This need for
social access often results in overcrowded living conditions, with multiple families sharing limited space
in mobile homes or ADUs.

Policy Recommendations



Addressing the housing needs of the ECV requires a multifaceted approach that considers the unique
economic, social, and physical challenges faced by its residents. Mendez provides several key
recommendations:

1.

Reinstating Housing Improvement Programs: The County of Riverside should reinstate programs
that assist in improving the conditions of mobile homes and ADUs. This includes the Mobile
Home Tenant Loan Assistance Program, which provides financial support for necessary repairs
and maintenance.

Expanding Mutual Self-Help Housing Programs: These programs allow residents to build their
own homes with the support of affordable construction methods. The passage of legislation like
the Farmworker Housing Act of 2019 (AB-1783) can facilitate the development of such housing
on agricultural land by reducing regulatory barriers.

Exploring Rent-to-Own Policies: Implementing rent-to-own options for apartment dwellers can
provide a path to homeownership, enhancing housing stability and long-term security for
residents.

Supporting Undocumented Residents: Housing policies must be inclusive of undocumented
residents who are often excluded from existing programs due to their citizenship status.
Providing tailored support can help mitigate the marginalization and instability faced by these
individuals.

Increasing Minimum Wage: Raising the minimum wage for low-wage workers in the ECV can
improve their economic stability and ability to afford better housing. This should be
complemented by job training and skill-building programs to create access to higher-paying jobs.

The housing crisis in the Eastern Coachella Valley is a reflection of broader systemic issues that
marginalize low-income, predominantly Latino communities. Addressing these challenges requires
comprehensive policy interventions that prioritize the needs and experiences of residents. By focusing
on improving housing conditions, expanding affordable housing options, and enhancing economic
opportunities, it is possible to create a more stable and dignified living environment for the people of the

ECV.






