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·&AttOIDAGI 1111 @( 

.. ... , , ... ....... ... .... .... " .. . ···· ··· ....... ... .. ·· . 

You may think of the Central Valley as 
a grind and a bore - a long flat 
stretch of asphalt through endless 

farm fields as you drive to Tahoe or Yosemi
te or Los Angeles, mile after mile, hour after 
hour of heat and dust and bucolic. soporific 
nonscenery. · 

Dulls\·ille. 

Or you may think of it as the Nile Valley 
of the New World, the fertile heartland of 
California, a cornucopian fount of fruit and 
\'egetables, green pastures and fat cattle, 
booming wealth in the ground and on the 
hoof, source of food and fiber for the mil
lions in the cities who are insulated from the 
rnlley's elementary realities of soil and wa
ter and growth and the cycle of the seasons. 

I admit to both \·iews, ha\'ing gradually 
mo\'ed from the first to the second - and 
now to a third, which concerns the turbu
lent future of this 400-mile-long valley that 
in many respects pro\·ides a microcosm of 
the American future.as a whole. 

Some years ago the staff of This World 
was sent out to write a series of articles on 1 

Northern California counties at the rate of 
one every third week. I accepted my par.t of 
the assignment with glum forebodings. I 

- :rfad been reporting on current wars and 
related activities in the capitals of the world, 
and I .could work up no enthusiasm for re
treating Jo the boondocks to write about 
cows and cabbages. . 

-In the:end I found the valley more excit
ing. than anything coining over the wires 
ftom the crisis points around the globe. Al
though there was not much evidence of 
.interest intbe fine arts, the valley neverthe- · 
less was a veritable volcano of creative activ
ity . . The agricultural "artists" in the fields 
and .orchards were contriving new ways to 
plow and sow and reap, to fertilize andirri
gate. and harn~st. 

The atmosphere in the valley seemed to 
breed innovation. Back around the turn of 
the century a farmer trying to cope with the 
squashy peat soil of the Delta had invented 
the caterpillar tractor, which revolutionized 
farming around the world. 

Less portentous but still ingenious was 
the ··automatic dairy" devised by a farmerJ 
encountered in San Joaquin County; he had 
trained his cows ·to operate photoelectric
controlled gates th.at admitted each animal 
to ~he right place at the right time. With a 
touch of whimsy, he also provided them 
with mood music to stimulate their mater
nal instincts aild a painting of an . appeal
ing-looking calf on the wall. For whatever 
tea.son', their milk output was far above 
average. 

More important. valley farmers also in
vented, such agricultural bulwarks as the 
combine harvester, the Fresno scraper, the 
Stockton gang-.plow, the Randall harrow, 
special adaptations of the clamshell dredge, 
peach defuzzers, olive pitters, wind ma
chines to fight frost, hydraulic platforms for 
pruning, pneumatic tree-shakers for bring
ing down the fruit and nuts - a technologi
cal efflorescence perhaps not strictly com-

parable to the artistic output of Florence in 
the Renaissance but nevertheless an amaz
ing display of creati\'e energy. 

The end resulc of this hothouse of inge
nuity and inno\'ation was the most fabulous
ly producti\'e agriculture in the world. yield
ing , acre for acre several times the crop 
bounty raised elsewhere. 

It seemed to me then that the only con
stant in the valley was change- continuous, 
galvanic, feverish activity to improvise, in
vent, de\'ise and contrive new techniques 
and create a superlatively prolific system of 
making the desert blossom not with roses 
but with more than 200 varieties of food - a 

world's record in productivity and diversity. 

Listening the other day to a battery of 
experts talk about the valley at the 
California Academy of Sciences. I was 

reminded again that the biggest change in 
the valley is the rate of change itself. But in 
the continual acceleration of innovativ~ ac
tivity, some changes have raced ahead of 
others, leaving worrisome gaps in the val
ley's development. 

The pace has reached such a dizzy rate 
, that it may be time to slow down and think 
about what 's happening.- and what's likely 
to happen if things keep going the way they 
are. Is the valley's agriculture dangerously 
overextended? 

State Senator John Garamendi warned 
the conferees that the region's super
productivity in some respects may 

have overreached itself. Large areas along 
Interstate 5 on the vast West Side, a desert 
before it was irrigated by federal water, 
may revert to desert as growers find that ttie 

markets will not absorb what they can pro
duce. 

l\lichael Moratto of Infotec: h Research 
, pointed out that the valley's climate has 
changed drastically O\'er the millennia of 
human habitation. During some periods 
there has been only one-third as much pre
cipitation and ri \'e r flow as other periods. 
The result was a corresponding reduction 
and subsequent increase of the \'alley's Indi
an population. It oecurred to me that climat
ic changes as drastic as these might come 
much more rapidly in the future, O\'er de
cades rather . than centuries, if we are to 
believe what scientists are telling us about 
the global greenhouse effect. The result is 
expected to be a much drier climate in most 
of the United States. What would happen to 
the valley if there were only half as much 
water available? 

Geographer Alvin l!rquhart of the Uni
versity of Oregon told us that the valley's 
innovative productivity has been based on 
some very special advantages - cheap land, 
cheap water and cheap energy - which are 
reaching the end of the line. Prices of all 

three are climbing rapidly, part of the rea
son for the record number of recent farm 
foreclosures. 

Political scientist M. George Zaninovich 
of the University of Oregon warned us that 
the valley is headed for disaster i( we don't 
begin to regard humans as part of the eco
logical community. The prevailing view is 
that the purpose of farming is to extract 
crops from the soil, the sooner and the more 
the better, regardless of the long-run ef
fects. On the contrary, he said, humans are 
"guests" in the valley environment, and un
less we recognize that fact, we're going to be 
in deep trouble. 

He indicated that the absentee corpo
rate landowners using (or exploiting) mi
grant workers are tending to squeeze out 
the middle-class family farmers, a pattern 
ominously similar to what is happening in 
the troubled countries of Central America. 

Geographer William Preston of Califor
. nia Polytechnic State University noted that 
the booming valley towns are displacing ag
riculture on some of the best soils and are 

bringing smog that causes hundreds of bil· 
lions of dollars· worth of damage to crops. 

We next watched a spine-chilling \'ideo
tape called "The Wrath of Grapes," pro
duced by the United Farm Workers, show
ing cancerous and deformed children whose 
mothers belie\·e they were exposed to dan
gerous pesticides while working in the val
ley's \·ineyards during pregnancy. Dolores 
Huerta of the UFW pleaded for consumers 
to boycott grapes until the growers accept 
the UFW demand for joint testing of table 
grapes for pesticide residues. 

Big land holdings in the valley are get
ting bigger and sm1ll holdings are getting 
fewer. reported Don Villarejo of the Califor
nia Institute for Rural Studies. Half the 
farmland in California. he said, is operated 
by absentee owners: and concentration of 
land ownership, ironically, is greater than it 
was before the construction of the Central 
Valley Project. which was supposed to help 
the family farmer. 

He also came up with a startling figure 
that may be related to the concentration of 

O\rnership: Of the 10 counties in the entire 
country with the highest rates of people on 
welfare, six are in the Central Valley. Does 
big agriculture breed big poverty? 

Another massive impact on the valley 
comes from outside the United States. Rich
ard Smoley, of Calif0rnia ·Farmer maga
zine, described how foreign crops are in
creasingly taking over markets once held by 
valley growers: Sugarbeet production has 
recently declined by one-third, owing to 
competition from Caribbean countries; 
grapes are imported from Chile an,d toma
toes from Mexico, where they can be pro
duced at one-third of the cost here - often 
by U.S. corporate growers operating with 
cheap foreign labor. 

Corroborating Smoley's picture. other 
speakers noted that the United States, 
which once fed the world, is now a net 
importer of food. Every part of the world 
except Africa is now producing food in ex
cess of demand Countries such as India and 
China aw able to feed themselves rather 
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than import U.S. crops. Latin American na
tions are trying to pay off their huge debts 
to u~s. bankers by selling vegetables in our 
markets - at prices their own people can't 
afford. The result is a declining market for 
U.S. farmers. 

Wells Fargo's vice president for agricul
ture, Michael Fitch, said that restoring the 
profitability of farming in the valley will 
depend on the availability of a reliable, low
cost supply of water. On that score, there 
was little encouragement from Berkeley ag
ricultural economist E. Phillip Le Veen, who 
said that the Central Valley Project, faced 
with an operating deficit, is raising steeply 
the price of water, and that there are not 
going to be any new projects bringing more 
water. The long-proposed Auburn Dam on 
the American River, for example, would de
velop water costing more than $300 an acre 
foot. Most farmers cannot pay more than a 
tenth of that amount. 

The result, Le Veen said, is likely to be a 
shrinkage of agriculture in wide areas of the 
valley, particularly in the dry San Joaquin, 
where other threats are added to the water 
problem: One million acres will have to be 
abandoned owing to salt deposits from irri
gation, and millions of other acres are jeop
ardized owing to the lack of proper drain
age. The Kesterson fiasco seems to indicate 
that the partly built valley drain is unwork
able. 

One possibility, Le Veen noted, would be 
for San Joaquin growers to move northward 
to more intensive · farming in the wetter 
areas in the Sacramento Valley, with fewer 
lower-value field crops and more fruit and. 
vegetables. However, foreign and domestic 
competition raises doubt as to whether 
there will be markets for any such crops. 

Thomas Graff of the Environmental De
f ense Fund was somewhat more optimistic 
than LeVeen about solutions to the drainage 
problem, pointing out current $150 million 
studies of drainage and water conservation 
authorized by voters last June. (Another 
speaker suggested that growers may have to 
devote as much as one-fourth of their own 
acreage to permanent ponds to evaporate 
the polluted drain water.I 

Graff also discussed the possibility of 
"water trading," modeled on EDF's plan for 
the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California to pay for lining Imperial Valley 
irrigation canals and acquiring rights to the 
water saved. He suggested that farmers may 

Cruz, asked for a reorientation of agricultur· 
al research from its traditional goal of in
creasing annual crop yields - at whatever 
cost - to the longterm goal of creating an 
agricultural system that is sustainable, that 
does not deplete or pollute the soil, the wa
ter, the air, that deals generously with the 
farm workers. If federal payments to farm
ers for commodity supports were limited to 
$10,000 per farmer, she said, the savings 
would amount to eight times the present 
budget for agricultural research. 

A t the end of the day I walked again 
through the superlative "The Great 
Central Valley" photo exhibit on dis

play at the academy. Photographers Robert 

Ironically, lhe 11alley is sullering from success. II is 
producing loo much al loo greal an 
en11ironmenlal and economic cosl. 

find it profitable, particularly in the 
southern San Joaquin, to_ reduce or abandon 
their planted acreage and sell their water 
allotments to Southern California cities, 
which can afford to pay much higher prices. 

William E. Warne, former director of 
the California Department of Water Re
sources and a chief architect of the State 
Water Project, said that California has a 
clear choice: Either build more dams and 
canals or use less water. A series of dry years 
like those that occurred in the 1930s - a 
drought much longer than that of the 1970s 
- would put the state in deep trouble, 
Warne reported, and he predicted serious 
water shortages even in normal years with
out more water projects or diminished wa
ter use. 

Patricia Allen, of the Agroecology Pro
gram at the University of California at Santa 

Dawson and Stephen Johnson and writer 
Gerald Haslam hope that the exhibit and a 
planned book will focus attention on the 
valley and on its clouded future. 

Strolling out of the academy into Gold
en Gate Park, I mulled over what I had 
heard and wondered again about the pros
pects for the valley's future. It seemed to me 
that the symposium had been long on aca
demic viewpoints and short on the people 
who work the soil. Out of 27 panelists, there 
had been only one dirt farmer. Growers, 
large and small, might have offered some 
different perspectives on all these matters. 

Predictions that much of the valley 
would be abandoned, by agriculture raised 
some distressing questions. Perhaps the 
principal landowners affected would be cor
porations like the oil companies not depen
dent on farming. But what would be the 
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impact on other farmers, on field workers 
and on valley cities dependent on agricul
ture? Can we expect to see ghost towns in -
the San Joaquin? 

It seems a safe bet that the valley will 
not remain as it is, that the magnitude of _ 
changes that have taken place in the past 150 
years - the conversion from wildlife habi
tat to cattle range to wheatfields to small 
farms to corporate factories in the field -
will be matched in the future by changes 
that will come much more rapidly yet can
not be sharply defined. 

Ironically, the valley is suffering from 
success. Its climate, its irrigation systems 
and the incredible ingenuity of its farmers 
are evidently producing too much. 

And they are producing too much at too 
great an environmental and economic cost. 
In this respect the valley may provide a 
metaphor for American society as a whole 
- fabulous success in innovative produc
tion, followed by competition from overseas 
las others adopt our techniques) and by 
alarming deterioration of the natural 
wealth on which the economy is based - the 
soils, the forests, the water, the air. 

A thoughtful look at human history tells 
us that nothing fails like success: Those who 
have achieved greatly in one mode tend to 
persist in that mode rather than adapt to 
new conditions. But the subsequent decline 
is not an inexorable law of history; it is 
subject to choice, particularly now as we 
become aware of where we're heading. 

The future may hold the greatest chal
lenge to Americans since the opening of the 
continent: Can the superlative ingenuity 
that in the past has made the valley - and 
the national economy - the"great American 
success story be turned now to the job of 
devising new strategies for a sustainable 
agriculture - and a sustainable society? 

We have to bet that it can. • 


