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"You don’t need to have 4,000 acres.
You could make a good living on 640 acres..."

--John Pucheu
Westlands farmer*

FOREWORD

The Westlands Water District, one of the
largest water districts in California, has been a focus
of controversy since its formation in 1952. At that
time a handful of corporate landowners held a major-
ity of its land. Critics have charged that the federal
irrigation project which was built to deliver water to
its 600,000 acres was intended to benefit these corpo-
rations. And subsequent efforts to fully enforce the
160-acre limit or to reform reclamation law have
mainly referred to Westlands as the prototype of what
needed to be changed.

This report examines the impact of the Rec-
lamation Reform Act of 1982 and its 960-acre limit on
the structure of farm businesses in Westlands. Prior
to passage of the new law some 84% of the West-
lands Water District was being farmed in units larger
than 960 acres. As in earlier periods, the implementa-
tion of reclamation law will be most important in
areas of California like WWD where very large farms
are the norm. ’

*California Agricultural Technology Institute, Update, July, 1988.
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ABSTRACT

This report presents the findings of a study on the impact of the Reclamation
Reform Act (RRA) passed in 1982. In instituting it, Congress attempted to limit the num-
ber of acres per farm that would qualify for federally subsidized irrigation water. Under
RRA, only farms 960 acres or less in size are eligible. However, in practice, much larger
farms have been irrigating with low-cost water. Although 17 western states have federal
projects, it is only in California that very large farms have historically managed to evade
reclamation acreage limits, so the impact of RRA, if enforced, will be strongest in Califor-
nia.

Repeated attempts by Congress to mandate the enforcement of reclamation law
have been unsuccessful. Its implementation could have far-reaching consequences,
especially as a counterbalance to some of the institutional biases which favor large-scale
farm operations. Researchers have reported that the size of farms surrounding rural
neighborhoods can affect the quality of life in the community. Several studies have shown
that the larger the farm size, the poorer the social conditions in the surrounding communi-
ties.

Irrigation brings significant yield increases, and the subsidy from federal projects is
considerable. Unfortunately, policies of the Bureau of Reclamation have allowed a few
farm operations in California to reap most of the benefits of federally subsidized projects.
While agriculture flourishes, much of the populace in the Central Valley live in poverty.

The Westlands Water District (WWD) is one of the largest in California. This study
concentrated on that district and found that, although WWD officials reported a major
restructuring of farms as a result of RRA, substantive changes had been minor. According
to WWD, the number of farms had increased dramatically since 1980, and the size of
farms had decreased.

This study found that large landholders have been representing themselves as
several small units even though their land was being managed as one operation. In fact,
comparison of documents from different agencies showed that large farm operations
often told WWD that they were many small units, while registering at other agencies as
one farm. These schemes involved 49% of the land in WWD operated under RRA by only
50 different operations. When this data was taken into account, the averge size of farming
operations in WWD appeared to be at least 1,312 acres, only slightly less than it had been
in 1980, and nine times as large as the average irrigated farm in California. However,
contrary to the intent of reclamation law, most of the acreage involved in these clusters
was eligible for low-cost water.

Although, as required by law, landowners owning more than their acreage limita-
tion are being required to sell their excess land at prices that do not reflect the benefit of
irrigation water, most of the land is being sold to farmers that already own land in West-
lands. In some instances, as a result of these sales, the total holdings of individuals are
taken above the new ownership limits.

This research uncovered a pervasive pattern involving considerable effort on the
part of large operations to comply with the technical requirements of RRA in order to



receive low-cost water while circumventing the RRA goal of assisting family-scale farms.
That these farms invested considerable funds in this process is a reflection of the economic
significance of subsidized water. Although these schemes may appear unscrupulous, and
indeed do not reflect the intent of Congress, it is the current policy of the Bureau of Recla-
mation to encourage them. Ultimately, it is the Bureau, not the farmers, that must be held
accountable for these massive violations of its legal mandate and of the public interest.

Several substantive changes in policy are needed to improve conditions in the
Central Valley of California:

1. The Bureau of Reclamation should adopt a strict definition of eligiblity for
receipt of subsidized irrigation water.

2. Management companies that farm large tracts of land for many water users
should pay full cost for the water that they receive to irrigate their land over 960 acres.

3. Reclamation law should be enforced. If current leadership at the Bureau of
Reclamation is unable to implement the law as passed by Congress, new, vigorous leader-
ship should be instated.

4. An investigation of enforcement of reclamation law must be initiated.

5. Irrigation of poorly drained land should not be encouraged by providing farms
on such land with extra quantities of subsidized irrigation water. The poorest land should
be retired from agricultural production.

6. Programs should be developed to encourage settlements of new family farmers
in California’s Central Valley. These programs should provide capital at generous terms.

7. The shaping and enforcement of water policy in California must be at arm’s
length from the influence of those with a vested financial interest in it.

8. Agricultural policy should actively encourage farms with a good track record in
soil and water management, agricultural waste management, and equitable farm labor
working conditions.
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