
Southern California’s middle
class. The region has suffered
considerably since the Great
Recession, in part because of a
high concentration of sub-
prime loans taken
out on new houses.
Yet, for all its prob-
lems, the Inland
Empire has re-
mained the one
place in Southern
California where
working-class and
middle-class people
can afford to own a
home. With a
median multiple
(median house price
divided by house-
hold income) of
roughly 3.7, the area
is at least 40 per-
cent less expensive
than Los Angeles
and Orange County,
making it the re-
gion’s last redoubt
for the American dream.

Without the 909ers, South-
ern California would be de-
mographically stagnant. From
2000-10, according to the cen-
sus, San Bernardino and Riv-

erside counties added more
than 1 million people, com-
pared with barely 200,000
combined for Los Angeles and
Orange counties. And, despite

the downturn that
impacted the Inland
Empire severely and
slowed its growth,
the area since 2010
has continued to
grow more quickly,
according to census
estimates, than the
coastal counties.

FAMILIES &
FOREIGN-BORN
Perhaps nothing il-

lustrates the appeal
of the region better
than the influx of the
foreign-born. In the
past decade, River-
side and San Bernar-
dino counties grew
their foreign-born
population by more

than 300,000. In contrast, Los
Angeles and Orange added
barely one third as many. The
rate of foreign-born growth in
the Inland Empire, notes de-
mographer Wendell Cox, was

roughly 50 percent, while Los
Angeles and Orange counties
managed 2.6 percent growth.
The region, once largely white,
now has a population that’s 40
percent Latino, the single
largest ethnic group.

And then there’s
families. As demog-
rapher Ali Mo-
darres has pointed
out, the populations
of Los Angeles, as
well as Orange
County, are aging
rapidly while the
numbers of children
have dropped. In
contrast, families
continue to move
into the Inland Em-
pire, one reason for its rela-
tively vibrant demography.
Over the past decade, while
Orange County and Los An-
geles experienced a combined
loss of 215,000 people under
age 14 – among the highest
rates in the U.S. of a shrinking
population of children – the In-
land Empire gained more than
20,000 under-14s.

For these basic demograph-
ic reasons, the Inland Empire

remains critical to Southern
California’s success. And there
are some signs of progress.
Unemployment has plummet-
ed from more than 13 percent
to 9.6 percent, higher than in
Orange County but consid-

erably better than
Los Angeles’ 10.2
percent. There are
also some signs of
growth, as signaled
by some new resi-
dential development,
and interest in the
area from overseas
investors.

COASTALS CALL
SHOTS

The long-term out-
look, however, remains cloud-
ed, in large part, because of
state and regional economic
policies that undermine the
very nature of the predom-
inately blue-collar 909 econo-
my. This reflects in part the
domination of the state by the
coastal political class, concen-
trated in the Bay Area but
with strong support in many 

BLUE-COLLAR
HEROES

1
MILLION
-

The number of
people gained by
San Bernardino
and Riverside

counties during
2000-10,

according to the
census. Los
Angeles and

Orange counties,
by comparison,
gained about

200,000
residents.

9.6%
The recent

unemployment
rate in the Inland

Empire, versus
10.2 percent in

Los Angeles
County.

THE DEMOGRAPHICALLY VIBRANT RESIDENTS OF THE
INLAND EMPIRE, DERIDED BY SOME COASTAL DENIZENS,
ARE CRUCIAL TO SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA’S PROSPERITY.
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ECONOMICS

No one suc-
ceeds on his or
her own. If we
are fortunate,
we have had
teachers who
changed our
lives for the bet-
ter. For me, it
was a high
school teacher –
Earl Bell.

I grew up in a
working-class family on the far
south side of Chicago. Neither of
my parents went to college. My
Dad worked in a home improve-
ment store, Courtesy Home Cen-
ter. My Mom worked in the
home. None of my friends had
parents who had gone to college.

I went to the local Chicago
public schools through the
eighth grade, but, through a se-
ries of coincidences, ended up
taking the test for admission to
the University of Chicago Lab-
oratory Schools. The Lab School

aunt’s house in Gary, Ind. Their
life experiences and their sophis-
tication were vastly different
from mine. I felt painfully out of
place.

In my first week of high
school, an announcement was
posted that the school was going
to start a debate team and the
initial meeting was on Friday af-
ternoon. I have no idea why I
went. I was a shy child and an
activity based on public speaking
did not seem likely to appeal to
me. The coach, Earl Bell, was
new to the school, having previ-

was then – in 1967 – one of the
most prestigious schools in the
country. It still is today.

It is where President Barack
Obama’s children went before
they moved to Washington, D.C.
It was started by John Dewey to
be a laboratory for his theories
of education. The students are
primarily the children of profes-
sors at the University of Chica-
go.

I was accepted to the Lab
School and given a partial schol-
arship. I was the only person in
my neighborhood to go there
and it was a 30-45 minute bus
ride each way on the Chicago
city buses. But I quickly discov-
ered that it was worlds away
from anything I had ever experi-
enced.

I recall on the first day of high
school, sitting at a table in the
cafeteria and listening to my
classmates discussing their sum-
mer trips to Europe. The fur-
thest I had ever been was to my

One teacher can
redirect a life
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COMMENTARY

One conse-
quence of the
botched launch
of Obamacare is
that it has, judg-
ing from his
plummeting
numbers with
“millennials,” di-
minished Barack
Obama’s cool.
It’s not merely
that the website

isn’t state-of-the-art, but that the
art it’s flailing to be state of is
that of the mid-20th century so-
cial program. The emperor has
hipster garb, but underneath
he’s just another Commissar
Squaresville. So, health care be-
ing an irredeemable downer for
the foreseeable future, this week
the president pivoted (as they
say) to “economic inequality,”
which will be, he assures us, his
principal focus for the rest of his
term. And what’s his big idea for

this new priority? Stand well
back: He wants to increase the
minimum wage!

Meanwhile, Jeff Bezos of
Amazon (a nongovernment web-
site) is musing about delivering
his products to customers across
the country (and the planet)
within hours by using drones.

Drones! If there’s one thing
Obama can do, it’s drones. He’s
renowned across Yemen and Wa-
ziristan as the Domino’s of
drones. If he’d thought to have
your health insurance cancella-
tion notices dropped by drone,
Obamacare might have been a
viable business model. Yet, even
in Obama’s sole area of expertise
and dominant market share, the
private sector is already out-
pacing him.

Who has a greater grasp of
the economic contours of the day
after tomorrow – Bezos or Oba-

Headed toward
inequality far worse

than economic
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T
he late comedian
Rodney Dangerfield
(nee Jacob Cohen),
whose signature

complaint was
that he “can’t
get no re-
spect,” would
have fit right
in, in the In-
land Empire.
The vast ex-
panse east of
greater Los
Angeles has
long been cas-
tigated as a
sprawling, en-

vironmental trash heap by
planners and pundits, and its
largely blue-collar denizens
denigrated by some coast-
dwellers, including in Orange
County, who fret about “909s”
– a reference to the IE’s area
code – crowding their beaches.

The Urban Dictionary typi-
cally defines the region as “a
great place to live between
Los Angeles and Las Vegas if
you don’t mind the meth labs,
cows and dirt people.” Or, as
one blogger put it, a collection
of “worthless idiots, pure and
simple.” Nice.

In reality, the people who
live along the coast should ap-
preciate the “909ers” since
they constitute the future – if
there is much of one – for
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