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Editor’s Note

Our mission at CalMatters is to help you understand the major issues in this big 
state and to learn the how and why and who about the decisions made by our 
policy leaders.

We have a staff of expert journalists around the state who spend each year 
reading reports, following bills and talking to elected leaders, advocates, experts 
and those experiencing the problems and changes to life in California. 

In these pages we collect what we have learned to summarize California’s 
major developments in 2022. We’re grateful to our partners at The James Irvine 
Foundation, who both suggested and funded the creation of this Primer.

We hope it helps you learn a bit more about your state and that it informs or 
even inspires your participation in our democracy.

David Lesher
Editor-in-Chief, CalMatters
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Introduction

The state Capitol in Sacramento on Nov. 17, 2022. 
Photo by Miguel Gutierrez Jr. for CalMatters



|  California Policy and Politics 04Introduction     

O ne of the things we saw in 2022 is that when you essentially live in a one-party state, elections can 
be predictable. Democrats won all nine statewide campaigns without any serious threat. In the race 
for state Controller, the Republican lost to a newcomer by more than 10 percentage points even after 

gaining nearly every major newspaper endorsement and raising almost twice as much money. Alex Padilla, in 
his first race for U.S. Senate, was challenged by a perennial Republican candidate he had already defeated for 
Secretary of State four years earlier by 29 percentage points. Gov. Gavin Newsom was so unconcerned about his 
re-election that he raised barely a quarter of the money he had in the 2021 recall attempt and he spent most of 
what he raised on ballot measures or for television commercials in Texas and Florida criticizing their Republican 
governors.

With little to motivate voters to the polls and a few congressional races in California that could determine 
control of the U.S. House, Democrats in the Legislature even placed a measure to protect abortion rights on 
the ballot at least in part to encourage their voters to turn out. There were no other measures that appeared 
likely to motivate casual voters. The most expensive ballot fight in California history saw about a half billion 
dollars spent on two sports gambling measures with both losing by wide margins. Voters rejected a measure 
about kidney dialysis for the third time. They upheld a ban on flavored tobacco. And they granted more money 
to arts and music in public schools.

Perhaps the most interesting question on the California ballot in 2020 was whether voters would raise taxes on 
millionaires to pay for electric cars and charging stations. Californians had already raised taxes on the wealthy 
twice in recent years, raising the rate for top earners higher than any other state. The measure also responded 
to the high priority California voters place on climate change policy. But Proposition 30 lost by a wide margin 
with experts saying the biggest reason was opposition from the governor. Newsom didn’t think a tax increase 
was necessary and he appeared in TV commercials to say the measure was a “Trojan horse” attempt by the 
rideshare company Lyft, the biggest funder, to have taxpayers help it comply with a requirement to log 90% of 
its miles in electric cars by 2030.

Outside of the election, California saw a record $100 billion surplus in its state budget, which grew to an 
unprecedented $308 billion, the centerpiece of which was a $9.5 billion tax rebate that sent checks to most 
Californians. Much of the surplus was spent on other one-time costs, such as paying down debt. But the 
budget raised money for social services enough to reduce the poverty rate. It saw a windfall to public schools, 
although the first test scores since the pandemic revealed a concerning drop in academic performance. The 
budget also spent more money to increase housing affordability and address homelessness, but housing 
production remained slow and a new count of the homeless found the population grew by about 15%. 

https://calmatters.org/politics/election-2022/2022/11/california-election-results-prop30/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-budget-deal-2/
https://calmatters.org/education/k-12-education/2022/10/california-student-test-scores-dive-district-lookup/
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California’s budget is highly reliant on income taxes from a narrow slice of wealthy taxpayers, which makes 
budget revenue exceptionally volatile with so much income tied to Wall Street. We saw that volatility by year’s 
end. Barely five months after spending the $100 billion surplus, the Legislature’s budget analyst predicted the 
state would see a deficit next year of $25 billion and possibly more if there’s a recession.

— David Lesher
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CHAPTER ONE

Administration

Gov. Gavin Newsom addressed the media during a press conference where he 
unveiled his budget proposal for 2022-23 in Sacramento on Jan. 10, 2022.
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F resh off his decisive defeat of an attempted recall last year, Gov. Newsom entered the final year of 
his first term facing few headwinds. He used that momentum to enact a broad agenda of liberal 
priorities as he breezed through a re-election campaign and turned his attention to the national 

stage.

Buoyed by an economy that recovered faster than anticipated from the coronavirus pandemic, California’s 
budget grew to a record size of more than $300 billion. State finance officials estimated an unprecedented 
surplus of nearly $100 billion, about half of it discretionary, allowing Newsom and his Democratic allies in the 
Legislature to pour resources into historic levels of school funding, expanding abortion access and extending 
health care to more undocumented immigrants.

With gas prices on the rise and soaring inflation hitting Californians’ pocketbooks, they also created a $9.5 
billion tax rebate program, sending payments of between $200 and $1,050 to more than 95% of taxpayers. 

Newsom leaned into the legislative process like never before, a sharp contrast from his first three years in 
office, when the governor mainly pursued policy through executive orders or in the state budget where 
negotiation with the Legislature provided him with greater leverage. His signature accomplishment this year 
was the passage of a sweeping proposal known as CARE Court, to compel people with serious mental health 
issues into treatment and housing.

Newsom also pressured lawmakers in the final weeks of the legislative session to take up half a dozen 
ambitious new climate and energy measures. All but one, which would have set a more aggressive timeline 
for cutting the state’s greenhouse gas emissions, won approval. Newsom bragged weeks later about jamming 
Democratic legislators to get it done.

The governor was similarly unchallenged in the political arena as he ran for re-election. His opponent, 
Republican state senator Brian Dahle, was unable to mount a serious contest, freeing Newsom to focus 
elsewhere.

Instead of campaigning for himself, Newsom ran television ads for a successful abortion rights measure on the 
ballot and against a millionaires tax to pay for electric vehicle infrastructure, which failed. He bought ads in 
Florida and Texas criticizing their Republican governors, and even slammed his own party for not countering 
conservative messages more aggressively, raising speculation that he is laying the groundwork to seek the 
presidency.

https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-budget-deal-2/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/05/newsom-budget-spending/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/05/newsom-budget-spending/
https://calmatters.org/abortion-rights/2022/06/california-abortion-roe-ruling/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/10/californias-gas-rebate-questions/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/08/gavin-newsom-legislative-agenda/
https://calmatters.org/housing/2022/09/california-lawmakers-approved-care-court-what-comes-next/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/climate-change-newsom-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/09/california-climate-change-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/04/brian-dahle-california-governor/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/05/abortion-rights-california-election/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/05/abortion-rights-california-election/
https://calmatters.org/california-voter-guide-2022/propositions/prop-1-abortion-rights/
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-ballot-measures-prop-30-key-numbers/
https://calmatters.org/politics/election-2022/2022/10/gavin-newsom-campaign-president/
https://calmatters.org/politics/election-2022/2022/10/gavin-newsom-campaign-president/


|  California Policy and Politics 08Administration     

As he prepares to begin his second term 
as governor, however, plenty of threats 
to his power loom.

The final months of the year were 
dominated by a contentious fight with 
the oil industry over gasoline prices that 
remain well above the national average. 
Newsom, who has suggested that oil 
companies are gouging Californians at 
the pump, called a special session of the 
Legislature to pass a tax on their profits. 

While the public has largely moved on from the pandemic and the governor has shifted from crisis response 
to a long-term strategy, the coronavirus is not gone. Newsom is holding off on ending the pandemic state of 
emergency until next spring, in anticipation that cases could surge again through the winter.

Despite being a central target of Newsom’s platform, homelessness continues to spread in California and no 
one can agree on the solutions. The governor announced in November that he would withhold hundreds of 
millions of dollars in funding from local governments and service providers until they come up with more 
ambitious plans to reduce the number of people living on the streets. After meeting with local leaders a few 
weeks later, he agreed to release the funds. A failure to significantly address the state’s homelessness crisis 
will be a major political vulnerability if he runs for national office.

— Alexei Koseff

“Now, in the midst of so much turmoil, with 
stacking stresses and dramatic social and 
economic change, California is doing what 
we have done for generations, lighting out 
the territory ahead of the rest, expanding the 
horizon of what’s possible.”

— Gov. Gavin Newsom, State of the State Speech, 3.8.2022

https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/10/newsom-gas-rebate-special-session/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/10/newsom-gas-rebate-special-session/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/02/california-state-of-emergency-covid/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/02/california-state-of-emergency-covid/
https://calmatters.org/health/2022/10/california-state-of-emergency/
https://calmatters.org/health/2022/10/california-state-of-emergency/
https://calmatters.org/housing/2022/10/california-homeless-crisis-latinos/
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CHAPTER TWO

Legislature

The Assembly floor at the state Capitol on May 31, 2022. 
Photo by Miguel Gutierrez Jr. for CalMatters
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W hile the Legislature maneuvered through the third year of the COVID pandemic, lawmakers also 
had to navigate a number of changes to their own membership. Between new districts, term 
limits and prospects for higher office, the Legislature saw an exodus of lawmakers. Combined 

with a takeover attempt of the Assembly speakership and the looming election, it made for a dramatic year. 
Following the November election, in which Democrats retained their supermajority, Assembly Democrats 
reached a compromise: Speaker Anthony Rendon will stay on until June 2023, after which Assemblymember 
Robert Rivas will take over. 

Despite the drama, and with the help of a second straight record budget surplus, the Legislature passed 1,166 
bills, of which Gov. Newsom signed 997 into law. 

Heading into the 2022 session, legislative leaders said they wanted to continue tackling issues the state had 
long grappled with, but through an equity lens. They did so by boosting paid family leave, expanding criminal 
record relief and ending gender-based price discrimination.

Along the way, lawmakers did manage to come to agreement on some major legislation: a ballot measure 
to protect the right to abortion in California’s constitution, which voters passed; a new “CARE Court” that 
compels the mentally ill into treatment; and the latest measures to address the state’s housing crisis. 

Climate was, once again, at the top of the agenda. The state codified its goal to reduce fossil fuel use by 91%, 
passed a package to reduce plastics pollution and banned new oil and gas wells within 3,200 feet of homes, 
schools, nursing homes and hospitals. On the flipside, the life cycle of the Diablo Canyon nuclear power plant 

https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/01/california-legislature-great-resignation/
https://calmatters.org/politics/california-legislature/2022/11/california-legislature-assembly-speaker-deal/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-budget-deal-2/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2022/10/02/bills-bills-bills/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/01/california-legislature-what-to-expect-in-2022/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/09/paid-family-leave/
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-legislature-bills-passed-2022/#90591225-ffe0-4f38-b83c-73447765ef79
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-legislature-bills-passed-2022/#90591225-ffe0-4f38-b83c-73447765ef79
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-legislature-bills-passed-2022/#47c28fb4-a7fd-4d35-826a-2acc8d169b0b
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-legislature-bills-passed-2022/
https://calmatters.org/california-voter-guide-2022/propositions/prop-1-abortion-rights/
https://calmatters.org/housing/2022/09/california-lawmakers-approved-care-court-what-comes-next/
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-legislature-bills-passed-2022/#1a5a0bf5-c7e3-4f7e-ade0-36629ead90eb
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/06/california-recycling-plastic-trash/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/09/california-power-grid-diablo-canyon/
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was extended, a win for PG&E. 
A number of worker-focused bills 
also passed, including a bill easing 
farmworker unionization and one 
that creates an oversight board for 
fast-food worker wages. 

To a greater extent than earlier 
in his first term, Newsom shaped 
the legislative agenda. In addition 
to placing his thumb on the scale 

to get the Legislature to amp up its climate goals and to endorse his goal of making California a sanctuary 
state for those seeking abortions, he took a page from Texas’ playbook to get a bill passed that allows private 
citizens to sue gun manufacturers. 

Not all major legislative efforts made it. A bill to allow legislative staff to unionize failed, and Newsom vetoed 
a bill limiting solitary confinement. Assemblymember Ash Kalra also pulled a much-anticipated universal 
healthcare bill.

— Sameea Kamal

“We have such a large caucus here in the state 
Assembly. Excited that we had the opportunity to 
walk out of there united.”

— Assemblyman Robert Rivas,  on reaching a deal to replace incumbent 
Assembly Speaker Anthony Rendon in June,  11.10.2022

https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/09/newsom-farmworker-union-bill/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/ca-divide-workplace/2022/08/fast-food-workers/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/08/gavin-newsom-legislative-agenda/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/08/gavin-newsom-legislative-agenda/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/climate-change-newsom-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/09/california-climate-change-plan/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2022/09/california-solitary-confinement-bill/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/02/california-single-payer-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/02/california-single-payer-legislature/
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CHAPTER THREE

Budget

Fast food workers from across Calif. rallied, at the state Capitol in 
Sacramento on Tuesday, Aug. 16, 2022, urging lawmakers to pass AB 257. 

Photo by Rahul Lal for CalMatters
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I n June, California passed yet another record-breaking budget. Coming in at $308 billion (that’s enough 
to buy every millennial in California a Tesla Model 3, in case you were wondering), Gov. Newsom and the 
Legislature’s Democratic super-majority were able to follow through on many of their longtime wishlists 

and campaign pledges.

INCLUDED AMONG THEM: 
• Raising per pupil K-12 education spending to its highest level on record — $128 billion total or $22,893 

per student — while raising the amount of money channeled through the state’s Local Control Funding 
Formula — targeting low income and English learner students — by a whopping $9 billion

• Opening Medi-Cal, the state’s health insurance program for low-income Californians, to undocumented 
immigrants of all ages starting in 2024

• Increasing funding to the Cal Grant program, which helps college students cover the cost of tuition, to 
cover another 150,000 students — a 30% increase.

Some of the fiercest political wrangling this year was focused on the nearly $100 billion surplus — tax revenue 
that came in over the administration’s expectations. While some legislators and advocacy groups wanted to 
see that “extra” money go towards long-term programs or toward tax cuts, Newsom insisted that most of 
the budget’s cash cushion should go toward one-time spending initiatives. Another $23 billion was parked in 
the state’s rainy day fund for when the economy sours. And he vetoed several bills, warning about a coming 
recession.  

https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/2022-23EN/#/BudgetSummary
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-budget-surplus-explained/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-budget-surplus-explained/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/05/newsom-budget-spending/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/05/california-budget-surplus-2022/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/09/california-recession-newsom-vetoes/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/09/california-recession-newsom-vetoes/
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The governor mostly got his way, spending billions more to boost electric vehicle subsidies, public 
transportation and electrical grid upgrades; setting extra money aside to establish the governor’s CARE Court 
system; and pouring more money into the state’s ongoing COVID response. 

Other areas of new spending 
had obvious political value 
for California Democrats. The 
governor signed off on fresh 
spending to make California a 
“sanctuary state” for reproductive 
health just days after the U.S. 
Supreme Court rescinded 
the constitutional right to an 
abortion. And with rising inflation 
appearing to threaten Democrats’ 
electoral prospects, the state also 

committed to spending $17 billion in various “inflation relief” measures. The most prominent of those: Direct 
payments of between $200 and $1,050 to millions of California families, which began landing in bank accounts 
a month out from Election Day. 

But good economic times don’t last forever. In fact, the state’s soaring fiscal fortunes — the result of its highly 
progressive income tax system in a state with daunting income inequality — began to fall to earth in the 
second half of the year with income tax receipts coming in lower than expected. Persistently elevated interest 
rates and major layoffs in Silicon Valley suggest that may be the beginning of a trend. If so, Newsom and every 
legislator will be faced with a new question in 2023: How do you put together a budget when you have less 
money to spend than you had the year before?

— Ben Christopher

“In the face of growing economic uncertainty, this 
budget invests in California’s values while further 
filling the state’s budget reserves and building in 
triggers for future state spending to ensure budget 
stability for years to come.”

— Joint statement from Gov. Newsom, Senate President Pro Tem Toni 
Atkins,  and Assembly Speaker Anthony Rendon, 6.26.22

https://calmatters.org/housing/2022/09/california-lawmakers-approved-care-court-what-comes-next/
https://calmatters.org/housing/2022/09/california-lawmakers-approved-care-court-what-comes-next/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/10/california-gas-rebate-4/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/10/california-gas-rebate-4/
https://calmatters.org/explainers/the-open-secret-about-california-taxes/#85cea390-97a9-11e9-a512-9dd158465d9a
https://calmatters.org/explainers/the-open-secret-about-california-taxes/#85cea390-97a9-11e9-a512-9dd158465d9a
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2021/01/california-budget-depends-on-staggering-wealth-gap/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/10/california-economy-warning-signs-tech/
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CHAPTER FOUR

Economy

Rodrigo Hernandez, 50, finishes the final touches to a car after 
washing it outside of the CLEAN Carwash Worker Center, in Los 

Angeles on July 21, 2022. 
Photo by Pablo Unzueta for CalMatters
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A fter more than 2.7 million Californians lost their jobs in the early months of the pandemic and 
unemployment climbed to 16% percent, businesses recovered in 2022 and by October, California 
had regained all of the jobs it lost during the pandemic with a total workforce of more than 

18,500,000. Unemployment was about 4%.

But inflation also kicked into gear, 
frustrating Californians and eating away 
at their wages. When taking inflation 
into account, wages were 1.3% lower 
on average in September than they 
were in January 2020, according to an 
analysis from the Public Policy Institute 
of California. 

The price of groceries, gas, and other 
goods climbed, with the average 
gallon of gas in California reaching 
$6.43 in June, according to data from 
GasBuddy. High gas prices plus a 
large state budget surplus kicked off 
a debate at the state Capitol over how 
to help residents pay for necessities. 
Republicans favored cutting the state gas tax, while Gov. Newsom proposed giving car owners as much as 
$800 each and Democratic leaders in the Legislature wanted to give $200 to taxpayers and their dependents in 
households making less than $250,000. Ultimately, lawmakers decided to send out payments on the basis of 
income rather than car ownership — though other requirements, like having filed a 2020 tax return, wound up 
excluding some seniors and disabled people. 

When California gas prices shot up again in September, pulling even further away from prices in the rest of 
the country, Newsom called for a special session of the Legislature to consider a “windfall profit” tax on oil 
industry profits. The idea will likely be discussed in 2023. 

California’s unemployment benefits system is deep in debt, after providing for many residents who lost jobs in 
the early months of the pandemic. The system, which is funded by employers, took out a large loan from the 
federal government. As of late November, California still owes more than $18 billion. 

https://beaconecon.com/publications/beacon-employment-report-california/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/inflation-squeezes-californians-budgets-despite-wage-growth/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/inflation-squeezes-californians-budgets-despite-wage-growth/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/03/gas-money-rebates/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/03/california-gas-tax-newsom-rebate/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/03/california-gas-tax-newsom-rebate/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/06/california-tax-relief-deal/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/07/california-gas-rebate-2/
https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/10/newsom-gas-rebate-special-session/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/10/california-gas-tax/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/11/gas-prices-california-tax/
https://calmatters.org/economy/2022/03/california-unemployment-debt/
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In the 2022-23 budget year the 
state will contribute nearly $600 
million towards the principal and 
interest accrued so far. Meanwhile 
employers will see their federal 
unemployment insurance payroll 
taxes increase by .3% each year 
starting in 2023 to chip away at 
the debt. The increase translates 
to $21 per employee in the first 
year.

There may be tough economic 
times ahead. In an effort to rein in inflation, the U.S. Federal Reserve has increased interest rates, which 
could wind up leading to a recession and increased unemployment. Unemployment rates for Black and 
Latino workers – which are higher than the national average during normal times – tend to increase 
disproportionately during downturns. 

Some cracks are beginning to show. For years, California has led the nation in the number of companies 
making initial public offerings, but just nine companies headquartered in California went public in the first 
three quarters of 2022, compared to 81 during the same period in 2021, according to analysis from Bloomberg. 
State coffers are also taking a hit; about $5 billion less tax revenue came in between June and the end of 
August than was expected. However, California is well prepared to weather a moderate recession without 
cutting services or raising taxes, a study from Moody’s Analytics found. 

LOOKING AHEAD:
• In September, the UCLA Anderson Forecast said the chance of the U.S. going into a recession in the next 

year is less than 50%, and that the greatest risk to California’s strong economy is weakness in the rest of 
the country’s economy. The Anderson Forecast predicts a 4.1% unemployment rate in 2023.

• The Bank of the West’s chief economist Scott Anderson forecast in September that job growth in California 
will accelerate to 4.9%, which would be the fastest pace in nearly 30 years. Anderson predicted that the 
state’s unemployment rate will average 4.6% in 2023.

— Grace Gedye

“In California, strength in a number of sectors will 
buoy the economy, while increases in defense 
spending and demand for technology will likely 
keep the economy growing. The greatest risk to 
the state’s robust economy remains the economic 
weakness in the rest of the country.”

 — UCLA Anderson Forecast, 9.21.2022

https://www.frbsf.org/economic-research/publications/economic-letter/2021/september/how-do-business-cycles-affect-worker-groups-differently/
https://www.frbsf.org/economic-research/publications/economic-letter/2021/september/how-do-business-cycles-affect-worker-groups-differently/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-18/california-faces-loss-of-ipo-crown-as-tech-startup-plans-stymied?leadSource=uverify wal
https://dof.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/Forecasting/Economics/Documents/Finance_Bulletin_October_2022.pdf
https://www.economy.com/getlocal?q=a7a91c91-cad1-447d-a03f-cd48c8cdaa21&app=eccafile
https://newsroom.ucla.edu/releases/anderson-forecast-no-recession-but-economy-slowing
https://www.bankofthewest.com/Wealth-Management/insights/articles/economic-report/california-economic-outlook-report-sept-2022
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CHAPTER FIVE

Health

Zelynn Tirona prepares monkeypox vaccines for administration at 
Zuckerberg San Francisco General Hospital on Aug. 12, 2022. 

Photo by Martin do Nascimento for CalMatters
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A fter the U.S. Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade in June, leaving abortion policies up to states, 
California went full steam ahead to solidify its status as an abortion rights sanctuary by protecting 
and expanding access to reproductive health services. 

Gov. Newsom signed a flurry of 
reproductive health bills, including 
one to eliminate co-pays for 
abortions, a second that creates 
a fund to aid patients seeking 
abortion services with lodging and 
travel, and another that protects 
abortion patients from criminal 
liability.

While public health experts were 
hopeful that the worst of the COVID-19 pandemic was in the past, they continued to warn the public to remain 
vigilant of new variants and of the virus’ lingering effects. At the same time, California forged ahead with 
plans to end what’s left of its state of emergency on February 28, 2023 — nearly three years after it was first 
implemented. The state of emergency allowed the administration to issue a stay-at-home order early in the 
pandemic and secure additional resources including via no-bid contracts.  

OTHER HEALTH NEWS:
• The state saw the emergence of monkeypox. Similar to the COVID-19 pandemic, the response was initially 

hampered by short supply of testing and vaccines. As of mid-November, the state had tallied about 5,500 
monkeypox cases.

• Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, people enrolled in Medi-Cal, the health insurance program for 
low-income residents, were able to keep their health coverage without the annual eligibility check. That 
process restarts soon after the federal public health emergency order ends — which has been pushed back 
a number of times but is currently scheduled for January 2023. The state has estimated that between 2 
million and 3 million Californians could lose their Medi-Cal coverage in this process. 

• Approximately 286,000 older adults signed up for full-scope Medi-Cal benefits as a result of the program 
expanding to undocumented people in 2022. The state plans to further expand Medi-Cal benefits to all 
remaining income-eligible people regardless of immigration status starting in 2024. 

• Early in 2022, the state launched CalAIM, a multi-year revamp of the Medi-Cal system, which seeks to 
improve health outcomes for the state’s most vulnerable and expensive populations by expanding the 

“My entire generation has lived with Roe v. Wade 
being the law of the land, so it’s not like we had a 
map on how to navigate a system without those 
protections.” 

 — Jodi Hicks, CEO of Planned Parenthood Affiliates of California
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types of services people have 
access to and by streamlining the 
state’s patchwork of health and 
social services programs. This 
is a major undertaking that will 
cost California about $5 billion 
in state and federal money over 
four years to roll out.  

• The  Department of Health 
Care Services held the first ever 
statewide competition in which 
commercial health insurance 
plans bid for a contract to 
participate in the Medi-Cal 
program. The department 
announced that it would award 
$14 billion-worth of Medi-Cal contracts to three companies — Health Net, Molina Healthcare and Anthem 
Blue Cross — meaning some enrollees may have to switch insurers. Kaiser Permanente was the only 
commercial insurer that did not have to bid because it struck a special (and controversial) deal with the 
state.

• In summer 2022, the state debuted its 988 crisis line. The hotline serves as an alternative to 911 for people 
experiencing mental health emergencies. The hotline is just one piece of the puzzle in addressing the 
burgeoning mental health crisis. California faces a dire need for mental health professionals. Even prior to 
the pandemic, some reports predicted that by 2028, the demand for psychologists and other therapists 
will be 40% more than supply.

• In an attempt to reduce health costs, the state budget earmarked $30 million to create the Office of Health 
Care Affordability. The office will set and enforce limits on cost growth in health industries. 

• California set aside $100 million in the budget to kick start its first-in-the-nation plan to manufacture and 
distribute more affordable versions of insulin under its generic label, Cal Rx. 

— Ana B. Ibarra
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CHAPTER SIX

Housing & 
Homelessness

A Tiny Home Village, for an affordable solution towarads 
housing the homelesss, in Sacramento on Sep. 29, 2022. 

Photo by Rahul Lal for CalMatters
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I n 2021, the Legislature passed Senate Bill 9, legalizing duplexes and fourplexes on nearly all parcels 
previously allotted for only single-family houses. The idea was to abate the housing shortage that is 
driving the affordability crisis by allowing homeowners to add supply in their own backyard. But nearly 

a year after the controversial law kicked in, the housing landscape didn’t budge. Experts say that a few dozen 
SB 9 permits were filed with local jurisdictions, at most.

One roadblock: cities that opposed the legislation from the start crafted a slew of creative ordinances to 
stifle its implementation. Woodside, a wealthy Silicon Valley enclave, declared in February it wouldn’t allow 
duplexes because the entire town was a protected mountain lion habitat. Thanks in part to an increasingly 
loud contingent of pro-housing activists, the state flexed its new housing law enforcement muscles 
and cracked down, making Woodside and others reverse course. But even with homeowner buy-in and 
compliance from recalcitrant cities, the zoning change is only expected to add a few hundred thousand units 
over multiple years.

State lawmakers in 2022 sought a more aggressive 
production proposal. Assemblymember Buffy Wicks, 
the new housing committee chairperson in the state 
Assembly, introduced a bill that would fast-track housing 
development, with a set-aside for affordable housing, 
along the ubiquitous strip malls that flank California’s 
roads, freeing up offices, stores and parking lots for 
upwards of 1.6 million new homes. Similar proposals 
died multiple times before because of an ongoing battle 
between the powerful state Building and Construction 
Trades union and affordable housing developers over 
which workers — union or not — should get to work 
on these projects. This year carpenters broke rank 
with the umbrella labor union and joined developers 
in supporting Wicks’ proposal, which called for higher 
wages without a union quota. Legislative leadership 
eventually secured passage for the bill by striking an 
unusual compromise: they passed another very similar 
bill in tandem with more stringent labor standards to 
appease the Trades. Developers will get to choose which 
law to use starting in January.
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Despite progress on housing legislation, housing prices still climbed and production lagged. In 2018, Gov. 
Newsom campaigned on building 3.5 million new homes by 2025. In the nearly four years since he took office, 
California cities have permitted about 452,000 homes — less than he pledged to build in one year alone. 
Newsom has since put his weight behind another number: 2.5 million. That’s how many homes California 
cities have to plan for by 2030 according to laws already on the books. Team Newsom is shifting resources 
toward enforcement. 

Meanwhile, the homelessness crisis continued to worsen. In 2022, cities and counties set out to count the 
number of people staying in shelters and on the street for the first time since 2019. The statewide results, 
tallied first by CalMatters, showed the number of people experiencing homelessness grew by at least 22,500 
in the last three years, to 173,800. That’s an increase of about 15%. Lawmakers and researchers said it could 
have been even worse had it not been for pandemic interventions like rental assistance, eviction moratoria 
and stimulus checks. But that’s not comforting to voters, who expect more results from more than $12 
billion the state has poured into the problem. To express his own frustration with the slow progress, Newsom 
announced he would withhold $1 billion in funding from cities until they demonstrate more ambitious plans 
to scale back that growth. A few weeks later, he agreed to restore the money. But locals say a clear vision from 
the state is lacking.

Newsom claimed victory for CARE Court 
(Community Assistance, Recovery, and 
Empowerment), a legislative proposal he 
introduced in March and signed into law in 
September. This is the governor’s boldest 
strategy to address the mental health crisis 
playing out on California’s streets, albeit his 
administration concedes this will only serve an 
estimated 7,000 to 12,000 people a year, not 
all of whom are homeless. The law requires all 

counties to set up new courts to compel people with untreated schizophrenia spectrum or other psychotic 
disorders into year-long mental health treatment. Counties will be phased into the program over two years, 
starting in October 2023. Homeless advocates and civil rights groups worry it will curb the civil liberties of 
people struggling with mental health without guaranteeing the treatment services and housing options they 
already struggle to access.

— Manuela Tobias

“This is one of the things I think we’ll look 
back on with tremendous pride, when 
we’re done. We get a moment in time, 
but this might live on, if we make it real.”

 — Gov. Newsom signing bill to create CARE Courts, 9.14.2022
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CHAPTER SEVEN

K12 Education

Lorena Hernandez (middle), a bilingual student who speaks both English 
and Spanish, helps to translate an english assignment to a new student at 

Buttonwillow Union School Wednesday, March 2, 2022. 
Photo by Larry Valenzuela for CalMatters
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P ublic education was still far from normal in 2022. In the fall of 2021, most students across California 
returned to campuses for their first fully in-person school year since the start of the pandemic. But 
the spread of the virus continued to disrupt education.

In the early months of 2022, the more transmissible omicron variant resulted in record-high case numbers. 
Teachers and students were forced to quarantine, stalling instruction for up to 10 days for a student testing 
positive. 

Schools serving more low-income families had a harder time finding substitute teachers, forcing some 
principals to combine classrooms in gymnasiums. Other schools came close to shutting down completely due 
to staff absences.

Schools that typically reported attendance rates above 95% saw only three-quarters of their students in class 
during the omicron surge. In addition to plummeting attendance, California’s public schools also saw record-
low enrollment.

In 2022, enrollment dropped by over 110,00 students. For the first time since the start of the 21st century, 
California had fewer than 6 million public school students. And while the state’s private schools saw 
enrollment increase by 9,000 students, it doesn’t explain the exodus from public schools.

Enrollment has been declining for 
nearly a decade in California due in 
part to the high cost of housing. When 
the pandemic arrived in California, job 
losses in 2020 collided with the pre-
existing trend, increasing the rate of 
enrollment decline.

Students who stayed in the public 
school system were beneficiaries 
of record-high per-pupil funding in 
California and boosted further by $33.5 
billion in COVID-19 relief funding from 
the state and federal governments. 
Some districts spent this money to hire 

https://calmatters.org/education/2022/01/covid-school-closings/
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teachers and counselors. Others spent it on hygiene equipment. One bought an ice cream truck. 

The relief funding will run out by 2025, but the academic decline resulting from the pandemic may outlast the 
money allocated to address it. In October, California released standardized test score data from the spring of 
2022, the first comprehensive look at how school closures affected California’s students.

In October, California released standardized 
test score data from the spring of 2022, the 
first comprehensive look at how school 
closures affected California’s students. 
The data painted a grim picture: the 
pandemic erased nearly a decade of 
progress on standardized testing. About 
47% of students met English language arts 
standards, a 4 percentage-point drop since 
2019. Only 33% met math standards in 2022, 
7 percentage-points fewer than the pre-
pandemic rate.

There were some silver linings: achievement gaps on standardized tests for disadvantaged students didn’t 
widen. Black, Latino and students from low-income households saw smaller declines than their peers. 

Despite the losses suffered during the pandemic, much of the state’s education leaders survived this year’s 
election. State schools Superintendent Tony Thurmond easily won re-election against Lance Christensen, 
a challenger who blamed teachers unions for extended school closures and advocated for more “parental 
rights.”  Statewide, similar candidates struggled to win seats on local school boards.

— Joe Hong

“I do think civic leaders owe it to the voters 
to explain how we’re going to get out of 
this hole. Politicians kept schools closed 
beyond what occurred in other states.”

 
— Bruce Fuller, UC Berkeley education professor, 10.24.2022

https://calmatters.org/education/k-12-education/2022/10/california-student-test-scores-dive-district-lookup/
https://calmatters.org/education/k-12-education/2022/10/california-student-test-scores-dive-district-lookup/
https://calmatters.org/education/k-12-education/2022/10/california-student-test-scores-dive-district-lookup/
https://calmatters.org/education/k-12-education/2022/10/california-student-test-scores-dive-district-lookup/
https://calmatters.org/education/2022/08/school-board-elections/
https://calmatters.org/education/2022/08/school-board-elections/


|  California Policy and Politics 27Higher Education     

CHAPTER EIGHT

Higher Education

“La Memoria de la Tierra,” a mural created by Judith Baca, resides on the north side of Ackerman 
Union at UCLA in Los Angeles on Nov. 9, 2022. The mural is approximately 80 feet and made 

up of three 26-foot-long glass panels. The middle panel illustrates historical women, including 
Toypurina, a Tongva woman who opposed Spanish colonization in California in the late 1700s. 

Photo by Pablo Unzueta for CalMatters
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C alifornia’s college students had a good year for financial aid. The state rolled out two new grants and 
a student employment program that together add up to $1.5 billion in new support for California’s 
college-goers. 

About $500 million of that is a down payment on an overhaul of the middle-class grant that directs more 
money to California’s students whose families generally don’t qualify for other federal and state aid. Paired 
with last year’s expansion of the state’s marquee financial aid tool for low-income students, the Cal Grant, 
Gov. Newsom and the state Legislature ushered in a new era of college affordability that benefits all but the 
students from the wealthiest families.   

Another $500 million is meant to send cash and encouragement to workers who lost their jobs during 
the pandemic so that they enroll in school. Another perk? The money may staunch the enrollment loss at 
California’s community colleges. They, like community colleges across the country, have struggled to bring 
back students who left during the height of the pandemic.   

The true cost of the middle-class grant overhaul is estimated to be north of $2 billion annually. The goal is 
to have the state pay for all the costs that part-time work, government aid — and for students of wealthier 
families, support from parents — don’t cover. But with budget analysts warning of less than expected tax 
revenue, it’s unclear whether that grant will be fully realized. Also unclear is whether the recessionary 
headwinds will stall the state’s plans to further widen Cal Grant eligibility for another 150,000 older students 
in 2024-25.  

Students saw other gains. Lawmakers, motivated by a national movement to view college affordability as 
everything a student has to pay to earn a degree — from tuition to food to housing — approved another nearly 
$1.5 billion for colleges and universities to construct affordable dorm rooms. That state largesse is likely 
enough to eventually give more than 7,000 students access to heavily discounted rents. Still, with various 
surveys indicating that anywhere from 5% to 20% of students experience homelessness — depending on 
whether they attend a UC, Cal State or community college — lawmakers would need to ramp up hundreds of 
thousands of more affordable dorm beds to stave off a student housing crisis. 

It’s not just students who saw their fortunes improve in the state budget. Gov. Newsom introduced so-called 
compacts with the UC and Cal State systems, vowing five consecutive years of state budget increases of 5% 
for those 33 universities. In exchange for that promise of stability, the university systems have to improve 
graduation rates and add to the number of students pursuing degrees in mental health (just the CSU), 
education, science and technology.   
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How Newsom’s team evaluates those graduation rate improvements may need an update after CalMatters 
called into question the Cal State system’s approach to measuring equity gaps — or differences in graduation 
rates — among various racial and ethnic groups. Same goes for the community college system.  

And all that money isn’t enough to ward off labor anger. Newsom vetoed a bill that would have led to salary 
increases for Cal State’s non-faculty workers, which is bound to strain relations between Cal State and unions 
further. With the system’s chancellor resigning in February over his mishandling of sexual assault allegations 
against a former colleague, it’s been a trying time for the Cal State.

UC’s graduate students also felt strain. Nearly 50,000 student researchers, classroom instructors and other 
student workers walked off the job in November demanding better pay and other perks, like linking wages to 
housing costs.  

— Mikhail Zinshteyn
 

https://calmatters.org/education/2022/08/black-students-retention-csu/
https://calmatters.org/education/2022/08/black-students-retention-csu/
https://calmatters.org/education/2022/10/california-community-colleges-graduation/
https://calmatters.org/education/higher-education/2022/09/cal-state-wages-staff/
https://calmatters.org/education/higher-education/2022/09/cal-state-wages-staff/
https://calmatters.org/education/higher-education/2022/02/cal-state-chancellor-resigns/
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/11/california-labor-strikes-uc-fast-food/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-11-16/uc-union-demands-to-tie-pay-to-housing-costs-could-have-overwhelming-financial-impact
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-11-16/uc-union-demands-to-tie-pay-to-housing-costs-could-have-overwhelming-financial-impact


|  California Policy and Politics 30Environment     

CHAPTER NINE

Environment

Jim Scala looks out over a dried out stock pond in Montague on Aug. 29, 2022. 
Photo by Martin do Nascimento forCalMatters
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C alifornia approved ambitious efforts to battle climate change in 2022, passing sweeping measures to 
cut planet-warming emissions and hasten the transition to clean energy.   

One of the most telling signs California is seeking a carbon-free future was the Air Resources Board’s adoption 
of a rule to ban all new sales of gas-powered cars by 2035 as part of a wider strategy outlined in its five-year 
climate roadmap, called a scoping plan. 

First released in May, the expansive plan details how the state aims to eliminate 91% of fossil fuels within 
the next two decades. The roadmap primarily relies on electrifying the economy – everything from cars 
and trucks to buildings and home appliances – while removing carbon emissions from the air and polluting 
sources such as smokestacks. To meet its target of carbon neutrality by 2045, California needs to triple its 
current electricity grid capacity. But this year made evident that supplementing that power source with 
renewables continues to face challenges. 

A drought-parched, fire-stricken California experienced another bout of extreme weather and record-setting 
heat waves, straining an already fragile power grid and forcing Gov. Newsom to take aggressive steps to keep 
the lights on. Power demand surged this summer when the state faced an intense heat wave that tested 
the grid’s limits, prompting Newsom to declare a state of emergency to encourage residents to voluntarily 
conserve energy during peak hours and avoid the politically-damaging prospect of rolling blackouts. 

Saying these incidents are only growing more frequent and extreme, Newsom urged the Legislature to 
continue operations at Diablo Canyon, the state’s last nuclear power plant, which was supposed to shut down 
in 2025. At his behest, lawmakers reluctantly agreed to keep it open until 2030 and gave its operator, Pacific 
Gas & Electric, a $1.4 billion loan to do so. 

The move piggybacked a five-pronged 
climate initiative passed by lawmakers 
that Newsom pushed through the 
Legislature at the last minute, which 
included laws to set interim targets 
for 100% clean energy, streamline 
carbon removal projects and end new 
oil drilling near communities. The state 
also dedicated $54 billion to climate 
issues, with $10 billion set aside for 

“Whether or not these requirements are 
realistic or achievable is directly linked to 
external factors like inflation, charging and fuel 
infrastructure, supply chains …”

 
— John Bozzella, Alliance for Automotive Innovation, about California’s 

decision to end sale of gas cars by 2035, 8.25.2022
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zero-emission car subsidies and constructing public chargers.

Regarding the ongoing drought, California weathered its driest three-year stretch on record, and is bracing 
for what may be a fourth year of drought. Even parts of the state typically immune to drought felt its dry grip. 
In the western Sacramento Valley, where the water supply is virtually guaranteed by a decades-old deal with 
the federal government, irrigation supplies were cut like never before. Ranchers sold off  cows and just under 
half of the Sacramento Valley’s usual 500,000 acres of rice were left unplanted. 

Widespread restrictions spurred a skirmish in the Shasta Valley when Siskiyou County ranchers turned on 
their Shasta River pumps despite state curtailments — showcasing the limited power that the State Water 
Resources Control Board has to enforce its curtailments. 

Newsom warned in August that the state’s water supply could shrink 10% by 2040 as climate change 
continues. Water suppliers continue to search for new sources, such as seawater desalination. 

At the state Capitol, this year’s budget set aside $3.6 billion in funding for drought resilience and response. But 
two closely watched bills died. One was aimed at curbing agricultural groundwater pumping. The other, which 
would have established an assistance program to help low income Californians pay their water bills, passed 
but was vetoed by Newsom.  

Meanwhile, California and other western states continue to haggle over cuts to their Colorado River 
consumption — prompted by an ultimatum from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to conserve 2 to 4 million 
acre feet of water in 2023 or face federal cutbacks. The deadline came and went with no consequences for the 
Colorado River basin states. In October, California offered to reduce its yearly Colorado River use through 2026 
by about 9%, or 400,000 acre-feet every year. Representatives from other states have lambasted California for 
not offering up more. 

As far as wildfires, 2022 was a year when the beleaguered state caught a break, using a relatively quiet year 
to gather itself after a series of historically awful fire seasons. The year’s largest blaze, the Mosquito Fire, was 
extinguished at 76,000 acres – puny compared to 2020’s “gigafire” that burned more than a million acres.

California officials emphasized efforts to prevent fires or blunt their impacts by allocating millions for 
controlled burns and vegetation-removal projects, which are expensive but critical to mitigating fire threat. 

— Nadia Lopez, , Rachel Becker and Julie Cart

https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/california-electric-cars-rebates/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/09/california-drought-likely-to-continue/
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/expert_assessment/sdo_summary.php
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/05/sacramento-valley-water-drought/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/shasta-river-water-standoff/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/11/california-ranchers-drought-fine/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/11/california-ranchers-drought-fine/
https://resources.ca.gov/-/media/CNRA-Website/Files/Initiatives/Water-Resilience/CA-Water-Supply-Strategy.pdf
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-water-solutions/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/11/desalination-plant-monterey-california/
https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2022-BudgetAddendum.pdf
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/09/california-legislation-water-drought/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/california-water-bills-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/california-water-bills-legislature/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/colorado-river-water-california/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/08/colorado-river-water-california/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/10/california-colorado-river-water/
https://calmatters.org/environment/2022/10/california-colorado-river-water/
https://www.desertsun.com/story/news/2022/10/27/arizona-sen-mark-kelly-slams-california-colorado-river-salton-sea/10612989002/
https://calmatters.org/environment/california-wildfires/2022/12/california-wildfires-2022/
https://www.fire.ca.gov/incidents/2022/9/6/mosquito-fire/
https://www.fire.ca.gov/incidents/2020/8/16/august-complex-includes-doe-fire/
https://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4616#Major_Features_of_the_2022.201123_Spending_Plan
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CHAPTER TEN

Justice

Susan Ottele holding a photo of her son Adam Joseph Collier who committed 
suicide while in solitary confinement in a California state prison. 

Photo by Tojo Andrianarivo
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U nions representing correctional guards and law enforcement flexed their muscle in the Capitol in 
2022, while the state’s top cop fended off challenges from the right to win his first election to a full 
term as attorney general.

Though incumbent Attorney General Rob Bonta never faced a serious challenger from his own party, he was 
pushed during the June primary by independent Anne Marie Schubert and Republican Nathan Hochman, who 
both cited California’s year-over-year increases in violent crime to paint Bonta’s short reign as ineffective. 

Gov. Newsom vetoed two bills that would have forced massive changes in the prison system, both of which 
were opposed by both correctional unions and the California State Sheriffs’ Association, whose members 
oversee county jails. 

Though the law enforcement groups didn’t 
take much action publicly beyond registering 
opposition with the bills, both proposals 
enjoyed broad support in the Legislature before 
Newsom’s veto. One bill would have ended solitary 
confinement, the other would have created a 
prison pre-release program that put inmates on 
a separate campus. A proposed constitutional 
amendment to end forced prison labor never made 
it to the ballot. 

Justice issues played into the ongoing feud 
between the governors of Texas and California. 

After Texas passed its “heartbeat” abortion 
law that sets a $10,000 bounty on successful lawsuits against anyone who helped a Texan get an abortion, 
California responded: Newsom signed a bounty law targeting not abortion but guns. It allows private citizens 
to sue anyone for $10,000 for selling, distributing or importing ghost guns or assault weapons.

Guns were also at the center of a contentious bill signed by Newsom in July that makes the marketing of 
firearms to children and those not legally allowed to possess them a civil liability. The bill allows lawsuits 
against gun manufacturers based on their marketing, one of the few exemptions to a federal ban on such 
lawsuits. The bill is an attempt to ensure that gun manufacturers can’t object in state court to lawsuits that 

“As the first Latina to ever be 
appointed to the California Supreme 
Court, I embrace this nomination 
knowing that I’m not here today on 
my own. I stand on the shoulders of 
my grandparents and parents, who 
came to this country even though it 
would be a struggle for them.”

 
— Patricia Guerrero, newly appointed state Supreme 

Court Chief Justice

https://calmatters.org/politics/2022/10/rob-bonta-attorney-general-election/
https://www.kqed.org/news/11926841/mandela-bill-would-limit-solitary-confinement-in-california-prisons-and-jails
https://www.kqed.org/news/11926841/mandela-bill-would-limit-solitary-confinement-in-california-prisons-and-jails
https://calmatters.org/justice/criminal-justice/2022/06/prison-rehabilitation-norway-model/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2022/06/california-prisoners-work-involuntary-servitude/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-07-22/newsom-signs-gun-bill-modeled-after-texas-abortion-ban-setting-up
https://calmatters.org/explainers/california-gun-laws-policy-explained/
https://oag.ca.gov/firearms/regagunfaqs#1
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB1594
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target their marketing – an argument Smith & Wesson made in a San Diego court last year.

Anticipating the end of Roe v. Wade, the U.S. Supreme 
Court decision that ensured a nationwide right to abortion, 
abortion rights groups coalesced around two cases in 
Kings County in which the mothers of stillborn babies 
were charged with murder after they tested positive for 
methamphetamine. 

The Kings County sheriff-coroner, one of 48 sheriff-coroners 
in California, made the determination that the stillbirths 
were potentially chargeable offenses. The circumstances 
prompted bills that enshrined abortion protections into 
law. They also inspired a bill that abolished the requirement 
that coroners investigate stillbirths and prohibits the 
prosecution of anyone who ends their pregnancy, even 
if the abortion is self-induced or happens outside of the 
medical system. Newsom signed both bills. 

A bill that would have forced counties to separate the offices 
of sheriff and coroner failed, however, to get off of the 
Senate floor on the last night of the legislative session. 

Newsom nominated Patricia Guerrero to be chief justice of the Supreme Court. Upon her confirmation, she 
became the high court’s first Latina chief justice. Guerrero, 50, was already the first Latina associate justice on 
the Supreme Court. 

Guerrero’s confirmation highlights a persistent problem in California courts: In 2022, more than 62% of all trial 
court judges were white, as were more than 70% of appellate court judges. Latinos, by contrast, made up just 
12% of trial court judges and 7% of judges in the appellate court, though they make up 39% of the state. 

The Department of Justice’s landmark program to investigate police officers who shoot and kill unarmed 
civilians reached the one-year mark on July 1 without closing any cases — something they wouldn’t do until 
Nov. 3. The Justice Department has pledged to close such cases more quickly in the future. 

— Nigel Duara

https://calmatters.org/health/2022/09/california-abortion-bills/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2022/05/stillbirth-murder-perez-prosecutor-abortion/
https://newsroom.courts.ca.gov/news/commission-confirms-justice-patricia-guerreros-nomination-chief-justice-california
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/california-department-justice-releases-report-death-matthew-james-sova
https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/california-department-justice-releases-report-death-matthew-james-sova
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Poverty & 
Inequality

Victoria Gonzalez-Gerlach interviews an unhoused person during Sacramento’s 
Point-in-time count of the homeless population in the city on Feb. 24, 2022. 

Photo by Miguel Gutierrez Jr. for CalMatters
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W ith a hand from government spending, California’s poverty rate dropped during the COVID-19 
pandemic though the gap between the state’s haves and have-nots likely increased when 
stimulus payments were excluded. Some of the improvements in the state’s poverty rates could 

be temporary given the effects of climbing inflation and the expiration of pandemic-era stimulus spending.

According to the California Poverty Measure, which takes into account the state’s high housing costs and 
various government-funded anti-poverty programs and payouts, the state’s poverty rate dropped from 16.4% 
in 2019 to a projected 11.7% in the fall of 2021. About 4.5 million Californians remained below a poverty line of 
about $36,900 yearly for a family of four, researchers said.

California has long had among the worst 
poverty rates in the country, when 
measured by the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
supplemental poverty measure. The Public 
Policy Institute of California also found the 
state has some of the most severe income 
inequality in the U.S., with California’s top 
earners in 2020 making 11 times more than 
those at the bottom.

The divide between the rich and the poor 
is a consistent concern of Sacramento’s policymakers. Income inequality was shrinking for years ahead of the 
pandemic, with the lowest-income families in the state making gains, the PPIC found. But during the first year 
of the pandemic, those who made the least were hit the hardest, broadening the gap between California’s 
richest and poorest.

Federal stimulus payments were not counted toward those conclusions. When the first two rounds of stimulus 
were included in the analysis, incomes on the bottom grew by 20% and middle incomes by 6%, temporarily 
eradicating 30 years of income inequality growth.

Looking forward, experts and advocates are concerned the end of the temporary COVID federal aid, coupled 
with this year’s record inflation, foretell a backslide on poverty reduction next year. Wages rose by more than 
5% in the fiscal year ending in September, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, but after factoring in 
inflation, real wages declined by 3%. 

“We’re expecting that when we look at 2022 
poverty and income inequality, that it will 
increase. It won’t look as favorable as it 
does right now.”

 
— Sarah Bohn, vice president of research and senior fellow, 

Public Policy Institute of California

https://www.ppic.org/publication/poverty-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/income-inequality-in-california/
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Lawmakers and the Newsom administration sought in this year’s state budget to put a record surplus toward 
poor residents in the form of several boosts in cash aid or social services. The budget includes an 11% increase 
to the maximum grants in CalWorks, the state’s cash welfare program, and $816 million for a temporary 10% 
boost on top of that through September 2024. It also creates a new $1,000 tax credit for former foster youth. 

California was also the first state to offer public food assistance to older, impoverished undocumented 
immigrants. That program got $35 million in this budget, with plans to increase the funding to $113 million by 
2025. The benefits will be available to immigrants age 55 and older but could take a few years to start.

IN OTHER NEWS ABOUT POVERTY AND INEQUALITY:
• The rate of inflation was enough to trigger an uptick in the state’s minimum wage, which this year was $15 

an hour for most employers and $14 for smaller businesses. In January it will be $15.50 for all employers. 
An initiative to increase the minimum wage to $18 has qualified for the 2024 ballot.

• Lawmakers passed two major bills seeking to give workers in two industries more bargaining power over 
their pay and working conditions. One is a first-in-the-nation law creating a state-run council to set wage 
and work conditions for the fast food industry, which this year employed roughly 700,000 workers in 
California. Industry groups were circulating petitions to repeal it. The other law makes it easier for farm 
workers to unionize, though Newsom signed it under the condition that lawmakers add some revisions 
next year. California’s agricultural industry employs about 400,000 workers, more than half of whom are 
undocumented.

• Lawmakers alloted $500 million in this year’s state budget to create a fund that would provide first-time 
buyers either all of the money they need for a down payment, or very close to it, in exchange for partial 
ownership stakes in those properties. The California Dream for All program was designed to create buying 
opportunities for lower- and middle-income buyers in what was a rapidly rising market before interest 
rates rose.

— Alejandro Lazo and Jeanne Kuang

https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/06/california-food-assistance/
https://calmatters.org/politics/election-2022/2022/07/california-minimum-wage-november-ballot/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/ca-divide-workplace/2022/08/fast-food-workers/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/09/newsom-farmworker-union-bill/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/09/newsom-farmworker-union-bill/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/06/california-down-payment-help/
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/06/california-down-payment-help/
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Federal Issues

An early morning pedestrian is silhouetted against sunrise as he walks 
through the U.S. Flags on the National Mall and past the U.S. Capitol 

Building in Washington, Monday, Nov. 7, 2022, one day before the 
midterm election will determine the control of the U.S. Congress. 

(AP Photo/J. David Ake)
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W ith control of Congress narrowly flipping in the November election, the speaker’s gavel is likely 
to pass from one Californian to the next.

If he can hold together his fractured party, Rep. Kevin McCarthy, a Bakersfield Republican, is poised to ascend 
to Speaker of the House — the third-highest ranking office in the country — when the new term begins in 
January. He would take over from Rep. Nancy Pelosi, the San Francisco Democrat who was the first woman 
ever to hold the role.

Whether McCarthy will be as good for his home state remains to be seen. During Pelosi’s two decades leading 
the House Democrats through the minority and majority, the influence of California’s progressive values and 
its overwhelmingly Democratic congressional delegation grew, and she helped steer more federal funding 
toward the state. Not only does McCarthy  represent a stark ideological shift on both national and state issues 
— he vehemently opposes the high-speed rail project, for example, which depends heavily on federal aid — 
but the base of support he must tend to maintain power in his caucus is composed mostly of members from 
outside California. Pelosi stepping down as Democratic leader could be another blow.

For now, under President Biden, California still stands to gain. The Democratic administration has maintained 
a productive relationship with the state that could prove vital for several important infrastructure projects 
here.

PG&E is seeking federal approval to keep operating California’s last nuclear power plant for another five 
years as a bridge in the state’s transition to a greener electric grid. Originally slated to shut down in 2025, 
Diablo Canyon received a reprieve from state lawmakers this summer, and PG&E is hoping that a new federal 
program aimed at keeping nuclear plants online will defray some of the costs of extending its life.

The high-speed rail authority applied this spring for two grants worth nearly $1.3 billion for track construction, 
design work and train purchases. The federal government has already restored nearly a billion dollars to the 
project that was rescinded under former President Donald Trump.

The Inflation Reduction Act, which Biden signed into law in August, will also provide new benefits to 
Californians in the years ahead. The measure extends premium subsidies for insurance policies purchased 
through the Affordable Care Act exchange and, for patients enrolled in Medicare, cap the monthly price of 
insulin and annual out-of-pocket costs for prescription drugs. Billions of dollars in rebates and tax credits for 
upgrading to more energy-efficient home appliances and buying electric or hybrid cars could help California 
achieve its climate goals, including the lofty target of phasing out the sale of new gas-powered vehicles by 
2035.

— Alexei Koseff

https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2022-09-01/will-californias-clout-in-washington-sink-when-pelosi-steps-down
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2022-09-01/will-californias-clout-in-washington-sink-when-pelosi-steps-down
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Nancy-Pelosi-to-announce-major-decision-on-her-17592073.php
https://www.sacbee.com/article268116547.html
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https://hsr.ca.gov/2022/05/24/news-release-california-high-speed-rail-authority-pursues-first-major-award-of-new-federal-infrastructure-funds/
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