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, ~ x ~ e ~ . i ' m e n ~  with new irrigation systems and crops requiring less water, Vdey farn~ers are at 

,'in the search for more efficient ways ta use a limited water supply . . 

John Diener of Red Rock Ranch near Five Points is using a watering system that pivots in a circle to irrigate tomatoes, an approach that is common in the Midwest. 

MORE ONLINE 
Read an archive of 

stories about the state's 
water shorta e at 

hosnobee.cc&ter. 

By Robert Radrlguoz ' strictionson pumpii~gfrom thesacramento- falfa, wheat and sugar beets are among the 
The Fresno Bee San Joaq~iin Delta- the main source for the crops that now grow in circles. 

From the sky, John Diener's farm looks 
like a swath of Kansas grafted onto the rug- 
ged 'flatlands of the San Joaquin .Valley's 
west side. 

Hundreds of acres of crops grow iiza circu- 
lar patches on Diener's land. The idea is to 
save water with an irrigation system that 
rotates,around a pivot in the center of each 
field. , 

The automated systeA is comnlon in the 
Midwest, where h r m  hbor is scarce -but 
it's gaining traction here a? growers adapt 
to the new reality of farming. . , 

Three consecutive dry years along with re- 

Valley's irrigation water - have put west-. 
side family farms at rislc. 

Many are furiously pumping salty water 
from deep wells to keep tllei~, nut trees and 
vineyards alive. Others are searching for 
moi-e efficient ways to use their limited 
water supply. At least one farmor has treat- 
ed his own underground reservoir. 

All the while, farm lenders are keeping a 
close eye on how their clients will bring in 
their crops - if they have any. , , . 

Diener is among the growers who are 
doing whatever they can to acljist. 

On his west side ranch, tomatoes, peas, al- 

Diener estimates the pivot system is 10% 
to 20% more efficient than furrow irriga- 
tion, which can be labor intensive. General- 
ly, furrow irrigation on the west side in. 
volves workers moving aluminum pipe from 
field to field. ', 

The pivot-irrigation'system also applies 
water more evenly, resulting in less waste. 

"One of our challenges is how to water 
more efficiently and ina  way where you can 
get a comparable or better yield h m  a con- 
ventional system," Diener said. "That is 
what we are after." 

See WATER, Page A6 
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Growers searching for similar an. 
swers have packed meetings held by prb 
vate companies, memo State and Uni. 
versity OF California researchers. 

Farmers who can afford it are drill. 
ing new wells at a &t of &ral hun- 
dred thohand doll&, said David Zol- 
dcske, who heads the Center for Irriia- 
tion Techriology at California StateUni- 
versity, Fresno. Others are trying to 
buy water from the California Depart- 
ment of Water Resources' Drought 
Water Bank - but that c& be expen- 
sive, and the water isn't delivered until 
late summer. 

Many farmers who haven't already 
swltched to drip irrigation for theuper- 
manent crops are doing so, or lookina 
at better irrigation-management sy& 
tems. 

"I W part of t h ~ s  new reality is 
that we may never go back to the way it 
was and the amount bf water we had to 
grow any crop," Zoldaske said "But 
this new reahty may also send us into 
areas where we am going to push the 
envelope, such as using genetically 
modfied crops." 

Oker tfie pest several years, gmwers 
have begun experiment~ng mth crops 
that require less water or can tolerate 
salty water pumped &om wells. But not 
all pmvidethe high-value returns of 
otber mw crop 

Among the water-saving crops being 
grown on the wsst side are safflower, 
sorghum, garbanzo beans and dryland 
wheat. 

Thk+generation farmer Ryan Fer- 
@son is growbg300 acres of garbanzo 

f o r n l  at Davis. '. 

But switching to new crops dpesn't 
happen automatically. Some farmers 
have invested in equipment for cettain 
types of crops and may not be able to 
change. Some are uncertain about the 
sustainabitity of newer crops. 

"There is some presswe to resist 
chaiige." Xaffka said. "And there is a 
limit to everything." 

Longtime west-side farmer Dan Er-. 
mtabere said growing a crop simply b e  
cause it requiresless water isn't the an- 
swer 

Much of what is grown on the west 
side - and especially in the Westlands 
Water District, one of the regions hard 
est hit by a shortage of water - is sold 
under contract to the area's large vege 
table processors or canneries. 

"You have to grow what they want," 
Ermtabere said. "It has to pay, other. 
wise there .is no point." 

Errotabere planted safflower this 
On John Diener's west side ranch, tomatoes, peas, alfalfa, wheat Ad sugar beets are y,, but it didn't pan out. H~ battled a 
~ o n g  thecropsthat noi  grow in circles: Diener estimates the pivot system, seen inthe pest lygus that to some of 
background, is 10% to 20% more efficient than furrow inigation common in the Valley. ,hi,  0 t h ~ ~  crops. 

'He fallowed about 1,200 acres. The 
'beans along with pistachid, process- the poulG and dairy industries. . rest of his acreage is in almonds, pista 
ing tomatoes and cantaloupes on his "We are always lwkirig for things chi& and pomegranates. 
family's 1.700acre farm. The beans, a that have value, but it is becoming Like others on the west side, he 
1ower.value cmp, are sold for use in tougher and tougher." Pedersen said, knows bankers'concerns are growing. 
salad bars or to be made into hummus. Another less-thirsty crop being "They want 'to see a detailed water 

In Kings County, farmers afe turn- grown in California is safflower, a plan, bnd they want to @ow how you 
ing to sorghum. Last year, 4,500 acres in plant whc6e seeds are crushed for cook- are going to bring in your crop," Ermta. 
Kings County Atere devoted t o  sor.' ingoil.Statewide,theareaoflanddevot. beresaid. - . . . .  
ghum, compared with 45 acres in 2W3. ed to safflower cropsrase 80% last year And Ermtabere fears that not every- 

Lemoorearea farmer Craig ~ e d e b  to'90.040 acres. , one wil l  suivive.' 
sen planted about 300 acres of sorghum .The plant is well-suited to the ~ a l -  "Farming has always been going 

'because it requires less water than ley's arid @mate, said SteveKaffka, an thmugh.a downsizing," he said "This 
wrn  and can be used as feed supply for agmnomist with the Uni~rs i ty  of Cali. just accelerates it." 

That's Marvin Myers' biggest con- 
' cern. 

Myers Is among farmers who have 
weathered past droughts by s h r i i g  
acreage and switching to higher-value 
crops, such as alm6nnds. pistachios and 
p w .  

The plan worked until theirwater 
supply began declining. That's why 
Myers began an ambitious ground- 
water banking project near Mendota 
several years ago. As with a savings ac. 
count, Myers has judiciously allowed 
water to seep into the ground and 
bought supplemental .water when he 
could. 

"I've made sucha huge capital invest- 
ment that I knew I had to do some 
thing," Myers said. He farms about 
6.000 acres of almonds, olives and 
wheat. 

He has banked about 20.0Ci'acre-feet 
of water, and he has withdiawn about 
5.000 so far. 'He has enough to get 
through this year and ,perhaps two 
more years. But he's not sure what he'll 
do after that ifthe government con*- 
ues to restrict pumping at the delta, 
and If the dry weather continues. 

"I worry about my futureand that of 
my children and grandchildren," said 
Myers. 75. '!It is real difficult to sit' 
down.and watch your equity and assets 
decline. I used to joke that I wodd.kegp 
farming tlll it was all gone. But now at 
this stage, I really wonder what am I 
going to be leavlng my family.'' ' 

F Therepoffer can be reached 
.at bradriguez@fresnobee.com . 
or (558) 441 -6327. 


