Groundwater Pumping Propping Up Farms in California Drought
by Carolyn Lochhead
July 15, 2014: Washington – Consumers will see no shortages of California-grown fruits, nuts and vegetables this year despite one of the worst droughts in state history, but that's because farmers are draining groundwater reserves and leaving no insurance should heavy rains fail to materialize next winter, UC Davis researchers said Wednesday.
Californians are still living "in a "Daniel Boone-type economy," said Richard Howitt, a UC Davis agricultural economist.  "We still think we are in a groundwater-rich era.  We don't even measure what we take."
Farmers' attitude, Howitt said, is "I pump what I want."
Don't Count on Wet Winter
Jay Lund, a water scientist at UC Davis' Center for Watershed Sciences, said no one should be counting on a wet winter to bail out the state.
"One of the interesting things about droughts is you're never sure when they're going to end," Lund said.  "Are we going to go for broke this year and empty all the reservoirs in the hope that next year's going to be wet?"
Lund said that in the more than a century that California has kept water records, a critically dry year like this one has been followed about 1/3 of the time by another dry year.
"Don't count on El Niño for anything," said Lund, referring to the oceanic-atmospheric phenomenon that can affect California's precipitation patterns.  Strong El Niños often bring above-average rain and snowfall to the state, but forecasters' latest prediction is for a weak to moderate event.
Howitt and Lund were among the authors of a new study by the watershed sciences center that combined NASA satellite data with economic models to forecast the effect of the drought on Central Valley farm production.  The report was commissioned by the state's Department of Food and Agriculture and presented to the press and policymakers in Washington.
Tapping the Ground
The study found that 75% of the shortfall in precipitation is being made up by groundwater withdrawals.  That's substantially more than the entire State Water Project delivers in an average year, Lund said.
California is the only Western state that has no rules on groundwater pumping.  Gov. Jerry Brown has issued a framework for managing the state's groundwater basins, and 2 bills are under consideration in the Legislature, said Karen Ross, head of the California Department of Food and Agriculture.
Ross said there is wide agreement that groundwater basins should be governed locally, but she said that pumping needs to be measured and regulated and that the state will intervene, if necessary where local officials prove unable to act.
The drought is projected to sap $2.2 billion from the state's economy, with $1.5 billion of that coming from agriculture, through revenue losses and higher costs to buy and pump water.  But even that is a small fraction of the state's $42 billion farm economy, the UC Davis researchers said.
About 428,000 acres have been fallowed, the scientists said.  Water prices have tripled, to more than $1,000 an acre-foot, and well drillers are booked 10 months out, the researchers said.
For seasonal farmworkers in the San Joaquin Valley, however, the drought is an economic disaster.  "On average, you in Washington and elsewhere will all get your fruits, nuts, raisins, vegetables and wine," Howitt said, "but there are pockets of extreme deprivation where they are out of water and out of jobs."
Get the Most Out of It
Howitt said the market-driven move by farmers to plant permanent crops such as almond trees and vineyards is the right thing to do, even though such crops cannot be fallowed for a year or two, as with vegetable crops such as lettuce and broccoli.  That's because the value of nuts and wine grapes is extremely high, he said, representing an efficient use of a scarce resource.
"I'm an economist," Howitt said.  "Therefore, I believe that the crops which are best for California's economy are the ones that make the most money."
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