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Keeping Farmers Growing Since 1917

July 8, 2026

Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board
Irrigated Lands Program - Ag Order 4.0 Amendment
Att: James Bishop

895 Aeorvista Place, Ste. 101

San Luis Obispo, CA 93401

VIA; RB3-Ag-Order@waterboards.ca.gov

RE: Comment Letter - Ag Order Amendment
Alternate Drinking Water Program

Dear Mr. Bishop:

Monterey County Farm Bureau represents family farmers and ranchers in the interest of protecting and promoting
agriculture throughout our County. Since 1917, Farm Bureau strives to improve the ability of those engaged in
production agriculture to provide a reliable supply of food and fiber through responsible stewardship of our local
resources.

We offer this letter as comments on the Alternative Drinking Water Program (AWSP) as presented in the revised Ag
Orderand Waste Discharge Requirements (WDR) for the Central Coast region. We appreciate the early engagement
on the program elements in the first year of development, and while some were incorporated into the draft language
of the WDR, we remain concerned that the program will not provide enough incentives for Irrigated Lands Program
(ILP) participants to select the AWSP option.

The draft AWSP provisions in the WDR were not previewed to the Ag Partners nor the Irrigated Lands Program
(ILP) participants, excluding the regulated community from further input into the program. Instead, the regulated
community was presented with an even-more expensive program than originally conceived.

It is very concerning that Regional Water Board (RWB) staff is ignoring the economic issues facing Central Coast
agriculture as a regulated community. Proposing the AWSP that starts at $6-$8 per acre in the first years and ranging
to $17-$32 per acre per year in year ten is a significant financial burden for all farms to assume, including larger
farming operation acres. With so many other regulatory mandates threatening the financial stability of farms in
California, it appears that staff is not paying attention to what is happening in the broader perspective of the
agricultural community.

First and foremost, the financial impacts of the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) implementation
are threatening economic devastation in many of the groundwater basins of the Central Coast region. Here in
Monterey County (specifically the Salinas Valley), proposed projects to achieve sustainability by 2040 are estimated
to cost in the billions of dollars. Salinas Valley landowners and farming operations will need to pay for these projects
over a long-term funding mechanism, currently projected to be nearly $1,200 per acre per year (depending on which
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suite of water projects are ultimately selected to move forward). This decision will come in late August 2026 and
will encumber specific sets of landowners and farming operations, dependent on sub-basin zones of benefit. Staff
should not ignore the considerable investment that will be made in groundwater sustainability, a state mandated
regulatory program. Failure to comply with the 2040 deadline for sustainability will mean loss of local control of
groundwater resources to the State Water Resources Control Board. Thus, the financial priority of Monterey County
farming operations will be on ensuring that local control of groundwater use remains with those who are using
groundwater for beneficial uses such as irrigation. There is no getting-around the financial impacts of SGMA.

Other financial considerations are facing the agricultural community in Monterey County:

e Pests and diseases are nearly uncontrollable as biological and chemical controls are difficult to obtain
approvals for in California; diamondback moth and Impatiens Necrotic Spot Virus (INSV) continue to
destroy thousands of acres of crops each year.

e Monterey County’s Community Climate Action and Adaptation Plan is now in draft form, delineating
significant mitigation efforts needed by both Agriculture and Transportation to achieve stated greenhouse
gas reduction goals; this will be a costly effort for farming operations, particularly the conversion to all-
electric field equipment.

e Costs of inputs have increased dramatically in 2026 due to geo-political events; meanwhile, the California
Legislature continues to propose higher labor costs with a substantial increase to the farmworker minimum
wage.

e Consumer reductions in the consumption of wine products threatens this entire sector with collapse,
triggering abandonment or removal of significant acres of vineyards.

Because the threatened SGMA expenditure level is so great, including other financial impacts noted above, without
significant incentives to participate in the AWSP and contribute financially to the program’s success, the obvious
choice will be the Independent Discharger Water Program (IDWP) and dischargers will take the risk of compliance
in the proposed shorter time frame (including additional monitoring requirements). RWB staff predicts the IDWP
will cost approximately $30,500 per farm to implement, not an insignificant cost to the farming community, but
probably less costly than the AWSP pathway over ten years. It should also be noted that the groundwater monitoring
of first-encountered water will not be met if new monitoring wells are a requirement; this is an unnecessary and
expensive cost to landowners and farming operations.

The IDWP monitoring requirement presents a number of unintended consequences. Drilling a monitoring well
“before and after” discharge to determine constituent contributions to groundwater indicates that these monitoring
wells need to be located beyond the farm or parcel’s boundaries or legal ownership. This will be very problematic
as neighboring farms and parcels will also need to do the same, if selecting the IDWP option. There are unanswered
questions related to right-of-way, easements, and legal liabilities with this monitoring requirement. Drilling
multiple monitoring wells will significantly increase the number of groundwater perforations and create increased
risk for groundwater contamination should a well lining leak or fail. With so many holes in the ground already,
increasing the number of wells in any groundwater basin is counter intuitive to groundwater protection.

Groundwater hydrology is not predictive enough to ensure that monitoring wells can be placed in the correct
location to adequately determine any groundwater quality trends or influences, such as what is proposed for “before
and after” discharge monitoring.

The current economics of crop production are challenging unlike any other period in agricultural production cycles.
In spite of big numbers for the gross production value (GPV), the costs of production in many crops are exceeding
the marketplace value:

“In 2024, the County of Monterey reported strong GPV per acre for its top crops, about $94,000/acre for
strawberries, $14,000/ acre for leaf and head lettuce, and $12,000/acre for broccoli. However, University of
California Agriculture and Natural Resources Cooperative Extension (UCANR) cost studies show that the
expenses required to grow and harvest these crops significantly reduce actual profitability. A UCANR cost
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study for strawberry production in 2024 averaged the cost from $85,000 to $139,000 per acre when including
growing costs, harvest labor, overhead, and post-harvest handling. A UCANR cost study for leaf lettuce in
2023, averaged the cost from $15,000 to $18,000 per acre, depending on production system and market
preparation. Head lettuce costs were similar, generally $14,000 to $20,000 per acre, with harvest labor and
packaging accounting for a large share. Broccoli production ranged from $11,000 to $15,000 per acre in
UCANR'’s 2023 cost study, influenced by increased transplant costs, pest management, and harvest labor.
When these cost realities are paired with 2024 GPV figures, it becomes clear that high gross values do not
equate to high net returns, and many growers face tight or negative margins despite the strong headline
numbers.”’

All this adds up to uncertainty of what financial commitment landowners and farming operations are able to
consider to remain in compliance with ILP requirements, without any recognition for water quality and conservation
efforts already achieved. Here in the Salinas Valley basin, groundwater supports 95% of irrigation water use and
overall is 90% of all groundwater extractions any given year. In the past 24 years, groundwater extractions have been
reduced by almost 25% due to irrigation efficiencies and conservation. Farming operations are doing their part to
efficiently utilize this valuable resource that is necessary for a successful crop. Investments in technology, including
micro irrigation on 84% of crop fields, is a necessary cost to maintain groundwater resources.>

With the draft WDR language, it is clear that staff is placing ILP participants in a no-win situation by forcing a choice
between two really costly and unaffordable options for drinking water compliance. With the considerable cost
projections for the AWSP option, there will be fewer than projected participants in the AWSP to manage the costs
over diminishing acres. The program will be challenged to meet the milestones for funding and development of
long-term solutions. Thus, the program will be destined for immediate failure, not providing the drinking water
supplies to those who may qualify for interim supplemental water deliveries. Ag Partners has repeatedly noted that
the effort should focus on immediate delivery of drinking water to those off-farm residential wells that qualify for
this service; continuing to insist that the AWSP program mandate is the only option delays the implementation of
an immediate interim solution.

Once again, RWB staff is setting up the regulated community for failure, this time at a larger scale.

At a number of the meetings of staff and Ag Partners, it was repeatedly stated that the only way a program would
gain momentum for adoption by ILP participants would be with a trusted administrative partner. It appears that
staff has chosen not to take this advice and has crafted language that suits the environmental justice stakeholders
rather than the regulated community. Farm Bureau maintains that our best trusted administrator would be Central
Coast Water Quality Preservation Inc. The draft WDR is written in such a way that Preservation Inc. would no
longer qualify as an administrator of AWSP, ensuring that considerable distrust of the program will prevail within
the agricultural community. Staff has once again ignored the sentiments of the regulated community in favor of a
more costly and less trusted administrative structure. Why would staff overlook that Preservation Inc. already has
administrative knowledge and experience managing the ILP requirements and billing capacity?

In 2025, our organization undertook a study to determine the regulatory compliance costs of lettuce growers along
the Central Coast region. This was an update to a study initiated in 2006 and then repeated in 2017; our Board of
Directors was interested in learning how impacts of various regulatory changes since 2017, including SGMA and
water quality regulations of Ag Order 4.0, were impacting input costs of crop production. What the study revealed
is that there has been a 1,366% increase in regulatory costs since 2006, now fully $1,600 per acre per year or 12.6% of
all input costs for a lettuce crop.> This significant increase in regulatory compliance costs in California is eating into
the already-thin margins on lettuce production per acre. Expecting landowners and farming operations to absorb

142025 County of Monterey Crop & Livestock Report” Monterey County Agricultural Commissioner, July 2026.

2 “Groundwater Extraction Summary Report — Water Year 2025” Monterey County Water Resources Agency.

3 “Two Decades of Change: Evolving Costs of Regulatory Compliance in the Produce Industry” Lynn Hamilton and Michael
McCullough, Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, January 2025.
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significant costs for a drinking water program is folly and cannot be substantiated in the context of other regulatory
compliance costs, and will continue the drive to eliminate small farming operations from the agricultural sector of
the Central Coast.

If our organization is to be part of the outreach to ILP participants, we would question selecting the AWSP option
as too expensive, uncertain, and risky. We cannot support a program that runs into nearly $9o million when so many
other costs are facing our landowner and farming operation members. It is non-sensical to assume that the
agricultural community can afford such a program, and it appears that the interim program that Ag Partners has
proposed is completely ignored.

The AWSP needs significant reworking to be a viable option for a replacement drinking water program:
e Reduce costs to align with Ag Partner’s proposal for interim delivery of water;
e Adjust WDR language on administrator qualifications so Preservation Inc. may assume this responsibility;
e Provide significant and better incentives for landowners and farming operations to participate in the AWSP;
e Remove individual groundwater monitoring at first-encountered water for the IDWP option; and
e (Consider the regulated community and how they must balance all current and future compliance costs while
ensuring that interim drinking water is provided, in a timely and efficient manner.

If RWB staff is desiring an interim drinking water program that succeeds on the merits of delivering that water, then
engagement with the regulated community is essential in finding that solution.

Ag Partners is also submitting more extensive comments on the AWSP and the Ag Order Amendment; we refer to
those discussions for further concerns about targets vs. limits and achieving groundwater quality compliance.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments; we appreciate your consideration.

Sincerely,

Norman C. Groot
Executive Director
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