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Amid historic heat and drought, California’s rivers and creeks dwindled early 
this year. Many, if not most, of our reservoirs are at exceptionally low levels. 
And this year we are faced with a novel challenge: The evidence suggests 
that snowmelt increasingly evaporates or soaks into the ground before 
reaching reservoir systems. 

Our water supply difficulties deepen, and demand bold policy initiatives. Chief among 
them is addressing the need for new infrastructure and water storage to accommodate 
hydrology that is likely to be more rainfall-based and may result in longer dry spells 
punctuated by more intense, if shorter, wet periods.

One thing it does not do, however, is require reorganization of water rights. Quite the 
contrary. In fact, the state’s water rights system is fundamentally conceived to deal with 
scarcity in dry years, including this one—by providing for a hierarchy of priority upon 
which to base necessary curtailments. In fact, that system really only exists to deal with 
scarcity.
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places—and requires that the water 
resources of the state are also “put to 
the beneficial use to the fullest extent of 
which they are capable.”

If anything, the concept of reasonable use 
speaks to the need for balance in water 
use, against the backdrop of the need 
to make it productive. Yet we saw this 
doctrine used by regulators to constrain 
farm water use in the last drought, and 
we are now seeing a troubling expansion 
of this approach in the current drought.

From a water rights standpoint, it’s 
a show-stopper. But there is nothing 
balanced about calling farm water use 
unreasonable. Not if you are expecting 
to resort to your local Safeway or farmers 
market in the way that all of us do.

Over the last year, shutdowns and early 
panic buying triggered mercifully brief 
but deeply frightening food supply 
disruptions at grocery stores. This 
brought into vivid focus just what it is to 
be considered an essential industry and 
how critical California agriculture is to the 
Golden State and the world at large. How 
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Most farmers and ranchers understand 
that we didn’t get much snowpack and 
precipitation this year, and that means 
reduced water availability in a lot of 
places. What is unprecedented is the 
thought that agricultural water use 
should, in times of scarcity, be labeled an 
“unreasonable use” of water.

This broad label, recently at issue in 
proceedings regarding emergency 
curtailment regulations in Mendocino 
and Sonoma counties, now becomes 
a potential sweeping new tool in the 
state’s menu of drought and water rights 
management options.

There is, of course, a requirement in the 
California Constitution that all water 
use is reasonable. Article X, Section 2, 
approved by California voters in 1928, 
was intended to reform an imbalance 
between the protection of riparian rights 
at the expense of appropriative rights.

It’s important to note that that particular 
constitutional provision also calls out 
California’s basic hydrology —think 
variable, and think semi-arid in most 

do we reconcile that representation to 
this new relegation of agricultural water 
use to an alleged “unreasonable” use?

Is it reasonable to hamstring food 
production through unnecessary and 
expansive use of a legal doctrine 
that is amorphous at best, when the 
likely alternative sources for that 
displaced food supply will lead to worse 
environmental outcomes?

Let’s be clear: There’s no doubt that, in 
many places, we are brutally short of 
water this year.

That’s precisely where we look to our 
water rights system to go to work. 
However, while short-term curtailments 
based upon honest water availability 
analysis and solid administration of our 
water right priority system are one thing, 
wholesale, ham-fisted deployment of a 
subjective legal concept may leave us 
with a bell we can’t unring.

Again, I am mindful of where we were 
a year ago during the shelter-in-place 
requirements for COVID-19. California’s 
farmers and farm employees stayed at 
the helm during that storm, when so 
many others went below decks. It wasn’t 
easy to be “essential” then, but there 
they were.

That’s why it’s hard to draw a line from 
farming being an “essential” undertaking 
last year to this year’s allegation of 
“unreasonable use.” 
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Soil-biodegradable plastic mulch has real potential, according 
to researchers evaluating the material.

Mark Bolda, a University of California 
Cooperative Extension farm advisor for 
Santa Cruz, Monterey and San Benito 
counties, said there are economic 
advantages to biodegradable mulch, or 
BDM. It can be incorporated into the soil 
at the end of the year rather than sending 
crews out to pull it up and gather pieces of 
plastic, which is labor intensive.

“Biodegradable mulch has been around for 
a while,” Bolda said.

Bolda is doing a collaborative project 
with Lisa DeVetter, associate professor 
at Washington State University, and 
Pam Krone, agriculture water quality 
coordinator for California Marine Sanctuary 
Foundation. The research looks at ways to 
improve plastic mulch so that it sustains 
itself long enough to support plant growth, 
but then efficiently degrades into the soil 

to prevent plastic pollution.

Krone has also been working with Bolda on 
the research.

“I know it’s kind of a strange connection,” 
she said. “But agricultural plastic can not 
only end up polluting rivers and streams 
but also the ocean.”

“However,” she added, “There’s a couple of 
big finds that the growers are interested in: 
One is that they don’t want it to biodegrade 
too soon, because they don’t want their 
strawberries to be resting on the dirt.”

In tests of some of the older products, the 
plastic just broke apart, but never actually 
broke down all the way, Bolda said. These 
were not true biodegradable mulches 
because they did not meet the standards 
for biodegradability, he said.

The BDMs Bolda is working with now 
actually break down all the way.

“It’s composed of different things, so 
it’s not just plastics breaking down 
into smaller and smaller pieces. They 
actually get decomposed once they are 
incorporated in the soil,” he said, and 
they’re consumed by microorganisms.

Working with four to five strawberry 
growers, Bolda is testing two different 
kinds of BDMs with three different 
thicknesses. The BDMs were placed in 
the ground in the fall of 2020 alongside 
regular plastic.

“We’ve been monitoring it through the 
year,” Bolda said, adding the results so 
far are encouraging. But researchers are 
keeping close watch.

Krone said, “The second hurdle is 
when they till it in. We know that it will 
biodegrade eventually, but we don’t know 
in California climate how long that will be.” 
She said that’s because there tends to be 
more microbial activity when it’s warm, but 
also when it’s moist.

“So both warmth and soil moisture would 
play a part in the speed of biodegradation 
in the soil,” Krone said.

What farmers need is once the BDM is 
incorporated into the soil, that it breaks 
down rapidly, because fields in the Central 
Coast turn over really quickly, Bolda said.

Another concern are the little pieces of 
plastic left behind after it is removed. That 
could affect seeding, the quality of the soil 
and the ability to prepare the soil, Bolda 
said.

Strawberry Fields Test 
Biodegradable Plastic Mulch
WRITTEN BY: KATHY COATNEY FOR AGALERT®

DeVetter agreed that accumulating pieces 
of plastic in the soil could affect water 
infiltration, the capacity of soil for nutrient 
exchange, crop growth, and contribute to 
terrestrial and marine pollution. But these 
concerns are really for non-degradable 
plastic mulches growers currently use, not 
BDMs, given their biodegradable nature.

Optimal selection of BDM and managing 
it, so that it doesn’t degrade too fast or too 
slowly, is an important part of DeVetter’s 
research.

“That’s one area where a lot of the research 
is: What’s the optimal BDM for given 
production system?” DeVetter said.

Another consideration is climate and 
soils. Washington and some areas along 
the California coast have cooler soils, so 
biodegradation occurs at a much slower rate 
than states with warmer soil conditions.

DeVetter is looking at ways to promote 
biodegradation faster in colder soils.

“Use of cover cropping or application of 
amendments like compost or organic acids 
might stimulate microorganisms to break 
down the BDM much faster,” she said.

“The other nut we have to crack is this 
problem with the organic,” Bolda said, 
adding that organic growers, in particular, 
are most interested in BDMs because 
their customers are very environmentally 
conscious.

The National Organics Standard Board has 
several concerns about the biodegradable 
mulches, one being biobased content. 
Biodegradable mulch has to be 100% 
biobased, and right now the biobased 
content ranges from 20% to 60%, DeVetter 
said.

Manufacturers can’t make it 100% biobased 
without driving up the cost that is already 
considerably more expensive and possibly 
changing the film properties, DeVetter said.

The national standards board is also 
concerned with how BDM is made and 
whether it really will biodegrade.

“That’s where more research needs to 
be done, and that’s what we and other 
collaborating labs are working on,” 
DeVetter said. “What we really want is 
biodegradation where a microorganism 
consumes it, and then it becomes either 
part of their biomass or is released as CO2.”

Even though the BDM does cost more—
almost double compared to other plastic 
mulch—the time savings of not having to 
remove it and haul it to the dump more 
than makes up for the initial cost, Krone 
said.

Some economic studies have shown 
substantial labor savings with BDMs, but 
that varies on the production system and 
the state. For instance, in some states, labor 
is less expensive and mulch disposal is 

much easier compared to California, where 
labor and the disposal of film is much more 
expensive, DeVetter said.

Some areas also recycle the plastic, but 
it’s challenging. DeVetter is working with 
experts on waste management because she 
said in the long run the more tools growers 
have, the better.

DeVetter said she also has concerns with 
contamination.

“When you remove a plastic, it’s embossed, 
and it holds a lot of soil particles, and a 
recycling facility has a hard time handling 
that waste,” she said, so it has to be 
decontaminated.

The other concern she said she has is when 
the plastic mulch is removed from the field.

“When I look at the amount of soil that’s 
removed and you think about year after 
year of plastic mulch removal, is that 
significant?” she said, adding she doesn’t 
know, but she wants to do more research on 
that, too.

DeVetter has applied for a research grant 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
and if she receives it, she would be 
collaborating with other researchers across 
the U.S. to work on improving management 
options for agriculture plastic mulch in 
strawberry systems with a focus on mulch.

Bolda said his goal over the next 10 years 
is to have about half the industry using this 
biodegradable mulch. 

KATHY COATNEY IS A REPORTER IN BEND,  

OREGON. SHE MAY BE CONTACTED AT  

KACOATNEY@GMAIL.COM.

So both warmth 
and soil moisture 
would play a part 
in the speed of 
biodegradation in 
the soil. 
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A Higher Level of Essential
WRITTEN BY: COLBY PEREIRA, PRESIDENT, MONTEREY COUNTY FARM BUREAU

 A year and a half ago, we didn’t know much about social 
distancing, lockdowns or self-isolation – or that we 
would live through them for the next several months. 

Nobody could 
have foreseen 

the storm that was brewing. Who’d have 
thought that 2020 would be the year 
when we’d have to knock elbows instead 
of shaking hands, stand six feet apart 
from one another at all times, or abandon 
going into the office altogether? The reality 
is things have changed and there are 
elements of this so-called new normal that 
are likely to stay with us for the foreseeable 
future. 

Workplaces in all sectors, including 
agriculture, have had to adapt rapidly to 
new health and safety guidelines to keep 
team members safe. It has meant forging 
new ways of working altogether, including 
rearranged processes to maintain social 
distancing and embracing on-line 
meetings and virtual communications. 
But through it all, essential workers still 
showed up daily, to perform their jobs 
in order to keep the economy – and the 
country – moving forward (not to mention 
fed).

Adaptability is not new to the Ag Industry, 
nor is the use of technology … but 
concerns about the pandemic and the 
necessity of maintaining our food supply 
chains have pushed many businesses to 
increase investments in automating or 
other technologies. In an ongoing push 
towards greater efficiency and scale to 
meet the needs of the future, industry 
leaders have invested in robotics and 

automating technologies. Key areas of 
development include automated irrigation, 
fertilizer, harvesting and breeding systems. 
These process improvements are aimed at 
reducing production costs and conserving 
resources such as water, energy and 
fertilizer. Given the impact of COVID-19 on 
borders and worker flows into and across 
the US, many farms have strong incentive 
to continue to invest in these technologies, 

further reducing the need for human 
labor and large day-to-day staffs. The 
launch of new virtual meeting platforms 
allowed us to hold meetings from remote 
work locations, even participate in cyber 
conferences and legislative visits with 
elected officials.

Communications technology truly did help 
farmers, ranchers and all Americans fill 
the gap left by the decline in face-to-face 
contact with others … but thankful we are 
moving back towards in-person! And to 
that point, I hope to see you all soon!  
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And while desalination is widely used 
across the world, especially in the Middle 
East where there are limited water 
resources in a largely desert region, it’s far 
from being a new technology but it is not 
without considerable controversy. Costs 
of operation, environmental impacts, and 
community opposition have halted many 
desalination projects across the state.

But there are some great success stories: 

San Diego has an operational desalination 
facility which is the largest in the Western 
Hemisphere, generating about 12% of the 
potable water for the region.

So, what is desalination exactly?  It is the 
process of converting salty water (either 
seawater or brackish water) into drinking 
water by removing the salt content through 
reverse osmosis. That’s a process that 
forces water under high pressure through 

semi-permeable membranes effectively 
filtering out salts and minerals. There are 
currently 12 seawater desalination facilities 
in operation in California, with more under 
development or in the final stages of 
permitting for construction.

“The Pacific Ocean is the largest reservoir 
in the world. It’s always full and we have 
the technology to turn that saltwater into 
drinking water,” comments San Diego 

Poseidon Water’s Vice President for Project 
Development Scott Maloni.

Critics of desalination worry about the 
amount of energy needed to extract salt 
from seawater. Historically desalination 
has been pretty expensive to justify, but 
that gap has shrunk partly due to advances 
in technology but also as the cost of water 
overall has risen in California.

Treatment of brackish water (a mixture 
of fresh and seawater) is less costly than 
ocean water because it is less salty, thus 
requiring less energy to treat the water and 
produces less salty brine (discharge) water 
overall.

And that’s where Monterey County might 
have an opportunity to take advantage of a 
huge water resource using desalination … 
by treating our brackish quality water that 
is currently in the seawater intruded areas 
of the Salinas Valley Groundwater Basin 
as well as the Pajaro Valley Groundwater 
Basin.

Extracting and removing the brackish 
water benefits the groundwater basin by 
allowing freshwater to return to the aquifer 
from inland flows. Treated brackish water 
could then be used to replace groundwater 
supplies that currently are utilized for 
municipal use in our coastal cities and 
North County rural areas. 

Makes sense, right?  Take something that 
is unusable, turn it into a consumable 
product, and benefit the groundwater 
basin at the same time.

What’s stopping us from doing this?  
Community activism over water supplies 
has mischaracterized this type of 
desalination resource for over a decade, 

leading to very divided opinions on 
how future water supplies should be 
developed. As we have limited surface and 
groundwater resources, our only long-
term alternative is to use the ocean that 
parallels most of our County. Plus, sourcing 
seawater for this purpose will mildly 
help with eventual seawater rise, if those 
predictions are to come true.

As a region that is desperate to solve 
multiple water supply issues in the coming 
decades, it makes more and more sense 
to consider desalination as the solution. 
Technology will continue to evolve and 
improve this process, refining both the 
energy consumption paradigm as well as 
the environmental concerns.

The drought is highlighting these 
discussions more and more; let’s not forget 
that desalination can be an important part 
of the solution equation. Monterey County 
has several private enterprise proposals for 
desalination to consider and needs to allow 
for technology and creativity in the private 
sector to provide those solutions. 

NORM GROOT IS THE 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF 

MONTEREY COUNTY FARM 

BUREAU AND HAS 

BEEN ACTIVELY INVOLVED 

IN DESALINATION ISSUES FOR THE PAST DECADE. 

NORM CAN BE CONTACTED AT  

NORM@MONTEREYCFB.COM.

Is the Answer to Water 
Shortages Desalination?
WRITTEN BY: NORM GROOT, MONTEREY COUNTY FARM BUREAU

The increasing calls for drought declarations have us all wondering where our future water supplies might come 
from. Since 2010 (or even before), Monterey County has seriously considered desalination as another water resource 
for domestic and industrial uses.

EXPERTS IN AG.
EXPERTS IN FINANCING.

Buying, building, or making improvements,  

American AgCredit is your agricultural 

 real estate expert.

Call 831.424.1756 today or visit AgLoan.com

A part of the Farm Credit System. Equal Opportunity Lender.
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There are certain things in life with just no 
explanation. Sure, humanity has tackled 
some big issues like antibiotics, flying, 
and high-tech communications, but we 
may never know the mysteries of trailer 
light wiring and where all those tape 
measures went. These, among others, are 
issues that require immediate attention. 

I demand a task force, working group, 
summit, committee, or congressional 
investigation. Although all of the above-
mentioned collaborative efforts exude 
the same amount of ineffectiveness, 
nothing resolves more problems than a 
congressional investigation. Nothing will 
help me find my lost tape measures more 

than a herd of politicians lined up at a 
microphone waiting for their two minutes 
of feigned outrage directed at a camera.

Based on the enormity of the trailer light 
issues, the investigation better start with 
a regular 4 flat trailer plug. Almost every 
old farm or ranch trailer has been re-wired 
multiple times. There was that time the 
squirrels ate the wires or that time it drug 
crossing a ditch and removed the wires 
from tongue to tail. 

If you are lucky, there may be two 
different colored wires laying around to 
re-wire the trailer, but most of the time 
you find one big spool, all one color to 

do the job. When four wires come to the 
plug, there is only one combination to 
wire them correctly. 

Oddly enough, there are between 
350,000 to 500,000 ways to wire them 
incorrectly. No one really knows the 
exact number; statisticians have tried to 
observe in order to find how there can be 
that many combinations with only four 
variables but were driven away by the 
foul language and threats made towards 
the machinery by the cowboy electrician. 
Heaven forbid the number of wrong 
combinations with a five round or seven 
round trailer plug. 

Generally you get to a point in your trailer 
wiring that is called “good enough,” 
meaning that there are some sort of 
electrical impulses going from the truck 
to the trailer, and most reasonable people 
should be able to interpret what is going 
on in a traffic situation. Never mind that 
when I push on the brakes my marker 
lights flash, and never mind that when I 
turn on a turn signal my trailer brakes lock 
up; these “custom” features are perfectly 
acceptable to other motorists who have 
done their own trailer wiring.

Similar to the existing black hole issue 
with every clothes dryer as it pertains 
to socks, the vanishing tape measure is 
equally mysterious. I have owned one pair 

of fence pliers in 15 years; in that same 
time period I have probably briefly had in 
my possession over 100 tape measures. 
I could probably pave my driveway with 
tape measures if I could find all the ones 
lost on the ranch over 
the years. 

Apparently, the only way to keep a tape 
measure from getting lost is to break 
the recoil spring or kink the tape in 
many places – that is the only one I ever 
find. Only the good, straight tapes with 
the proper recoil funding end up in the 
Bermuda Triangle of ranch tools.

 The tire pressure gauge is equally as 
elusive as the tape measure, but its 
disappearance is not as shocking due 
to its small size. Somewhere in the lost 
city of Atlantis there are a bunch of 
unmatched socks, tape measures, and 
tire pressure gauges laughing at me.

If you don’t want to be labeled as a 
“science denier,” don’t even attempt to 
install or repair and extensive gravity fed 
water pipe system. Sure, water goes down 
and air goes up in a textbook, but on a hot 
day when the cattle are thirsty, air in the 
line goes wherever it wants with flagrant 
disrespect for physics. 

When the source of water is higher than 
the destination, with multiple vents at 
all the high spots, that is perfect physics 
to make water flow, right? A perfect plan 
but no one accounts for water essentially 
making obscene gestures to gravity and 
acting as if it has no respect for all of 
Isaac Newton’s family. Ranch plumbing 
will shake the core of a physicist’s 
entire worldview.

The gopher is a creature that has to be 
on a list of great mysteries. Some people 
believe they are small mammals, but 
most of us know they are aliens. They 
can show up in the middle of nowhere, 
no sign of a bus stop or public transit for 
miles. They can dig a hole in ground so 
hard that it would ruin a good set of post 
hole diggers. Not only are they immune 
to my attempts to murder them, but they 
put off pheromones that drive people to 
do irrational things. 

 There was a time when you couldn’t go 
to a farm show without someone trying 
to sell you a propane powered gopher 
exterminator. The pheromones emitted 
by these little creatures were driving 
people to detonate propane filled gopher 
tunnels, making yards and fields look like 
the beaches of Normandy. 

I don’t mean to make a mountain out of a 
mole hill, but these creatures were driving 
people to make craters out of mole hills. 
I can shoot a coyote at 250 yards (*not 
always), and I have the ability to rope a 
cow (*not always), but these little aliens 
we call gophers lurk several inches  

below the surface of my lawn with 
complete immunity.

I realize there are some mysteries that 
we may never understand. Thomas 
Edison had no way of knowing that 
someday in the future a cowboy would 
be saying disparaging things about him 
while working on his trailer lights. In the 
meantime, if you see me on the road with 
one of my trailers, it might be wise to put 
a few extra car lengths between.   

Trailer Lights, Tape Measures, 
and Other Mysterious Things
WRITTEN BY: AUSTIN SNEDDEN FOR THE CATTLEMAN’S CORNER OF VALLEY AG VOICE

Almost every old farm 
or ranch trailer has 
been re-wired multiple 
times. There was that 
time the squirrels ate 
the wires or that time 
it drug crossing a ditch 
and removed the wires 
from tongue to tail. 
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I recently presented a virtual workshop 
on protecting your brand integrity during 
a product recall. During the workshop, 
I conducted a participant poll asking, 
“Have you ever been involved in a product 
recall?”  

I was not surprised to find that a number 
had been involved in a recall, but I did not 
expect to learn that 50% of the participants 
had been involved in multiple recalls. But 
perhaps that was exactly why they had 
been chosen to attend the workshop. 

Having been involved in recalls in the past 
may also have been the reason that 78% of 
the workshop participants said they have 
written recall policies and procedures in 
place.

Having policies and procedures at the 
ready is critical when an incident arises, 
and having been through one – or more – 
recalls certainly provides lessons learned. 
But neither weathering a recall nor simply 
having written up some policies and 
procedures is as valuable as undertaking a 
full crisis response simulation/practice. 

It was heartening to see that 44% of 
the participants had conducted a recall 
simulation within the last couple years, 
but I would have been even more pleased 
to see a much higher percentage having 
done so. Why?

While there are lessons that can, and 
should, be learned when one goes 
through a real-life recall, you are trying 
to manage so much in a real crisis that 
attempting to learn and grow in the midst 
of it all is not, by any means, the most 
optimal way to do so. 

In relation to recall preparation, not having 
policies and procedures can put a business 
in a very precarious position, but even 
when fully written out, they are still just 
words on paper. It is when those words – 
and lessons learned – are put into practice 
that you will truly learn how effective your 
policies are and how well they will protect 
your consumer – and your brand.

Implementing a simulated crisis response 
scenario enables you to test your system – 
and your people – when you’re not in the 
midst of a crisis. Companies often choose 
to conduct these with only one person 
knowing that it is a simulation, as the more 
“real” it can be made, the better you can 
test your system.

Why is this so critical?  Because when 
you are in crisis, speed is one of the most 
critical aspects of success; and if you, and 
your team, don’t know what to do – if you 
have not actually practiced it – valuable 
time can be wasted in figuring out what 
should be done by whom and when.

Additionally, recalls are costly, and, as 
shown by the fact that half of the workshop 

So how prepared are you (really) for a recall:

How Prepared Are You 
(Really) for a Food Recall?
\WRITTEN BY: DAVID ACHESON FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE MAGAZINE

participants had been involved in more 
than one recall, they are common and 
frequent. In fact, as listed on the Food 
and Drug Administration’s Recalls, Market 
Withdrawals, & Safety Alerts web page, 
there were 26 food or beverage recalls in 
March – nearly one a day.

As often as they occur, recalls can still 
be very complex situations, made all the 
worse if you are not prepared. Not only is 
quick action needed to ensure the safety 
of your consumers, but also to protect 
your brand reputation and, thereby, your 
business. 

DAVID ACHESON IS FOUNDER AND CEO OF THE 

ACHESON GROUP.
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“I took things apart not just to take things 
apart but to get at the pieces because I 
was curious what else I could build with 
those pieces,” he said.

Rogers, 35, was chatting over Zoom 
from Zurich, Switzerland, where he’s 

promoting a scientific discovery that could 
improve the global food supply chain. His 
company, Apeel, aims to lengthen shelf 
life of unrefrigerated produce by applying 
an invisible, edible, plant-based coating 
to the exterior of fruits and vegetables — 
“using food to preserve food.”

Apeel claims produce treated with its 
natural coating stays fresh two to three 
times longer.

Rogers founded his company in 2012  
with grant support from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. He took the 

Invention Extends Shelf Life 
of Fresh Produce
\WRITTEN BY: SIERRA DAWN MCCLAIN FOR CAPITAL PRESS

As a child, James Rogers wanted to be an inventor. He’d spend afternoons pulling devices apart, trying to understand 
how they worked.

startup out of stealth in 2016. Now, it’s 
valued at more than $1 billion.

Apeel-treated fruits and vegetables are 
sold in tens of thousands of grocery stores 
in six countries, including in more than 
2,000 Kroger stores across the U.S.

Edeka, one of Europe’s largest 
supermarket corporations, announced last 
year its use of Apeel in more than 11,000 
stores has reduced food waste 50% and 
increased sales 20%.

And it all started with an idea.

Rogers, as a doctoral student at the 
University of California-Santa Barbara, 
was driving through the Salinas Valley 
one day and was struck by the contrast 
between a podcast he was listening to 
on global hunger and the vast cropland 
he was driving past. He wondered: Was 
there a way to reduce food waste to fight 
hunger?

The missing piece, he decided, was 
time: more time for food to remain fresh 
between harvest and consumption.

Some foods, such as lemons, have “more 
time” before perishing than other foods, 
like strawberries. So, Rogers studied the 
molecular structure of lemon peels and 
similar foods, looking for patterns.

Rogers then invented a coating that helps 
lock moisture inside produce and keep 
oxygen out, slowing down the rate at 
which produce spoils.

The Apeel coating is a powdered mixture 
of plant derivatives — including materials 

 CONTINUES ON PAGE  16
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It is reminiscent to a degree of the valley 
where San Luis Creek once flowed through 
to the northeast of Los Banos.

Antelope Valley is where the 1.8 million 

acre-foot Sites Reservoir is proposed. 
That’s enough water to meet the needs of 
the equivalent of 13.3 million Californians 
a year. It would be slightly smaller than 
San Luis Reservoir’s 2 million acre feet. 

Both are deemed off-river reservoirs 
designed to capture excess winter 
water production from rain and melting 
snowpack during wet years.

Sites Reservoir would provide some water 
relief for urban and agricultural users 
with additional storage. But the beauty of 
Sites is that it gives an operational pool of 
some 700,000 acre feet to provide water 
at critical junctures to aid the endangered 
Chinook salmon and Delta Smelt. In doing 
so it takes pressure off already overtaxed 
reservoirs built primarily to provide water 
for cities and farm uses.

Storing water off-line from California’s 
elaborate web of natural rivers wedded 
with man-made reservoirs, canals, and 
aqueducts during the winter period when 
excess water flows into the San Francisco 
Bay is critical. That’s because it provides 
cold water storage for release for critical 
Chinook salmon runs and additional 
water to prop up higher water flows that 
environmentalists contend are essential 
for the survival of Delta smelt even though 
research suggests the real threat is non-
native predator fish such as bass that 
actually thrive even better in high water 
flows that in turn creates a bigger threat to 
the Delta smelt.

Sites Reservoir also does not dam a river 
nor does it interrupt a fish run.

California voters in 2014 approved a $7.5 
billion bond to create more water storage 
and enhance flood control. Sites Reservoir 
as well as Temperance Flat near Fresno was 
deemed the leading candidates to provide 
the most effective bang for the buck 
in terms of securing usable water with 

 CONTINUES ON PAGE18

found in peels, seeds and pulp. Produce 
distributors add water to the powder, then 
spray, dip or brush it onto other produce.

The coating is designated generally 
safe to eat by the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration.

The company’s direct, paying customers 
are usually retailers.

In some cases, Apeel has reduced the 
amount of plastic retailers use. For 
example, last fall, Walmart removed 
plastic from its cucumbers and applied 
Apeel instead, saving the equivalent of 
820,000 single-use plastic water bottles 
per 500,000 cases.

So far, Rogers and his team have 
invented coatings for avocados, oranges, 

mandarins, long-English cucumbers, 
lemons, limes, organic apples and 
mangoes.

What other fruits and vegetables does 
Rogers want to treat?

“Everything. Literally everything,” he said, 
and laughed.

His team will choose which commodities 
to work on next by asking retailers to 
identify priorities.

Rogers describes Apeel headquarters 
in Santa Barbara as “a little like a giant 
farmers market, but with scientists and 
technicians running around in lab coats.”

The company continues to expand.

This May, Apeel made its first acquisition: 
a startup called ImpactVision, using 
artificial intelligence and advanced 
imaging to look inside produce. The 
technology — called hyperspectral 
imaging, the kind used by NASA to study 
Mars — can “see” inside a fruit without 
removing its peel and pick up subtleties 
the naked eye can’t.

For example, the technology can 
recognize whether an apple will mold 
before it goes into storage. That apple, 
rather than potentially spoiling a box, can 
be diverted to make apple juice.

The technology can also predict the exact 
expiration date of each individual fruit, 
which Rogers envisions may eventually 
end up on labels in grocery stores.

And as the company grows, so does 
Rogers’ vision to work more directly with 
farmers.

About 100 of Apeel’s engineers are 
currently working on field trials with 
farmers to test whether Apeel can be 
sprayed before harvest as an alternative 
to pesticides and fungicides.

“It’s all so exciting,” said Rogers. 

Rogers founded his company in 2012 with grant support 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. He took the 
startup out of stealth in 2016. Now, it’s valued at more than 
$1 billion.

Invention Extends Shelf Life of Fresh Produce 
 CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15

Sacramento Bureaucrat 
Mentality: More Water 
Storage Offers Little Public 
Benefit
WRITTEN BY: DENNIS WYATT AS AN OPINION ARTICLE FOR THE BULLETIN

Ground zero for the war against man — and now fish — in California can be 
found east of Colusa in narrow Antelope Valley in the foothills of the Coastal 
Range where Stone Corral Creek and Funk Creek flow.
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minimal environmental impacts.

California Water Commission staff in 2018 
essentially gave Sites Reservoir a thumbs 
down by decreeing it was only eligible for 
$660 million of the $5 billion needed to 
build it as it scored too low on the criteria 
they deemed most important in deciding 
whether it provided sufficient public 
benefit which excluded providing water in 
drought years for state residents and farms 
so people can eat. 

The California Water Commission did 
somewhat overrule its staff in the summer 
of 2018 when it conditionally set aside 
$775 million of the $7.5 billion in available 
bond funding for Sites Reservoir.

It’s funny how folks up in Sacramento 
twist environmental laws to meet their 
personal political agenda whether they are 
bureaucrats or elected officials.

Case in point — the high-speed rail project 
and Staples Center in Los Angeles. Former 
Gov. Jerry Brown and his partners in 
bending the rules for pet projects in the 
California Legislature used their power 
to fast track the environmental review 

process by suspending steps normally 
needed. Of course, when they come across 
a project they don’t like, the environmental 
review process is untouchable and the 
holiest of California laws.

Eight years ago, Brown essentially declared 
a health and safety emergency as the 
state was in a deep drought. It was lifted 
in 2018 but within in a year dry conditions 
returned pushing California back toward 
the abyss and hopefully the realization 
that the last 200 years of weather was 
abnormal given the scientific evidence 
mega-droughts of 50 years of more are the 
long-range historic standard in the West.

What was the health and safety emergency 
to expedite approval of the Staples Center? 
The fact Los Angeles could have lost an 
NBA franchise if it wasn’t built? As for the 
high-speed rail the only emergency that 
existed was time was running out to get 
work started before Brown left office for a 
project he had repeatedly referred to as his 
legacy.

As for the Temperance Flat project that 
would add 1.2 million acre feet of water 
on the San Joaquin River east of Millerton 

Reservoir, it would stabilize water for 
agriculture which in turn takes pressure 
off groundwater use that has caused 
large swaths of the San Joaquin Valley to 
drop more than 20 feet since 1926 was 
determined to have absolutely no public 
benefit and scored a big zero from the 
commission staff.

Feeding people, storing water to keep the 
restored San Joaquin River flowing in late 
summer and fall, and stopping a large 
segment of the San Joaquin Valley from 
sinking further has no public benefit in the 
eyes of Sacramento bureaucrats.

In fact, all 11 of the water projects 
submitted for bond funding scored zero or 
less than one when rated in terms of public 
benefit.

Think about that for a second. California 
had just come off its worst drought in 
modern history and is now in the midst 
of what is shaping up as even a worst 
drought. Yet not a single water storage 
project among 11 rated was deemed to 
have a significant public benefit in 2018.

Fortunately, Mother Nature didn’t have to 
get Sacramento’s approval before creating 
Lake Tahoe, Clear Lake or even rivers like 
the Sacramento and San Joaquin.

Do not misunderstand. Traditional 
reservoirs are not the most effective or 
most environmentally friendly way of 
increasing California’s water supply.

Conservation and underground water 
storage will have longer lasting impacts 
and can return benefits sooner given 
water is not an infinite resource. Water 

banking in aquifers such as through the 
Kern County Water Bank eliminates the 
evaporation factor.

Off-stream storage, however, such as Sites 
serves as an essential way to regulate the 
state’s elaborate plumbing in a way it can 
address fish and environmental issues 
in such a manner that takes pressure off 
existing storage for cities and farms.

Operated properly, if Sites had already 
been in place and operational during 
the current drought, it could have taken 
pressure off of Oroville Dam by assuring 
minimal water flows for fish.

Not only would Lake Oroville be much 
higher than it is today but its three gigantic 
power plants wouldn’t go silent sometime 
in August just when the state need for 
hydro power is expected to become 
extremely critical. 

Antelope Valley is where the 1.8 
million acre-foot Sites Reservoir is 
proposed. That’s enough water to 
meet the needs of the equivalent of 
13.3 million Californians a year.

Sacramento Bureaucrat Mentality: More Water Storage 
Offers Little Public Benefit 
 CONTINUED FROM PAGE 17

Traditional 
reservoirs are 
not the most 
effective or most 
environmentally 
friendly way 
of increasing 
California’s 
water supply.
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Monterey County Farm Bureau
P.O. Box 1449
Salinas, CA 93902

Phone: 831.751.3100
Email: administration@montereycfb.com
Office Hours: 7:30am - 4:30pm (M-F)
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333 Salinas Street

Salinas, CA 93901
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Client Focused. Relationship Driven.
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470 Camino El Estero, 
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