Mapping & Assessing

Unlicensed Cannabis Cultivation December 2025

Reliable data on cannabis cultivation has been hard to come by. In response, we innovated a data
modeling approach to Cannavision, an aerial imaging program created by California’s State Water
Resource Control Board. Our model tracks the expansion, retraction, drivers of change, and
environmental effects of cannabis cultivation across 30 counties. It assesses mixed light and
outdoor cultivation from 2018-2024.

Methods e Helped to train the Cannavision model for greater geographic applicability and accuracy.

e Created a model with numerous variables, including: presence/absence of a ban; fine amount; stream network
density; average slope; presence of permitted hemp; proportion conservative voters; among other factors.

e Applied model to assess what policies and landscape features were associated with changes in cultivated
cannabis density and what the likely aggregate environmental impacts of cultivation were over three periods.

Results Unlicensed Cultivation expanded rapidly from 2018-20, retracted sharply from 2020-22, and exhibited almost
— zerochange from 2022-24.
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Limits

Every data source has limitations. Cannavision may miss small or partially visible features, could only be applied to
certain types of landscapes found in 30 of 58 counties statewide, and did not include indoor cultivation. We limited
our modeling to areas where object ID was reliable. Rather than attempting an estimate of absolute quantities,
which are highly variable, we confined ourselves to estimating relative change from baseline.




