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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.




A CIRS RESEARCH REPORT

ACKNOWLEGEMENTS

Research reported here was funded by grants from the Ford Founda-
tion, the Shalan Foundation and King Hall Legal Foundation.

This study benefited from the advice, enthusiastic support, and partici-
pation of a number of people. We especially wish to thank Ralph
Abascal, Hal Candee and Jim Peterson. We also appreciate the full
cooperation we received from the Fresno and Kings County ASCS
offices of USDA as well as the assistance of the staff of both the
Fresno and Kings County Agricultural Commissioners.

CREDITS

Gretchen Bradfield -- computer programming

Leslie Bolin -- legal research

Meg Hehner -- graphics

Judith Redmond -- report design and production

Phyllis Woodbury -- report editing and production assistance

Copyright, 1988, California Institute for Rural Studies. All rights reserved.




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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Chapter 1

For much of the period subsequent to the early 1950's, the position of the small- to
moderate-size farm in the U.S. has been in decline. This decline is reflected in both the
number and the share of national production of such farms. By 1982 the biggest 1% of
U.S. farms, ranked by annual farm sales, were responsible for 30% of all cash receipts from
farm marketings and 62% of net income from farming.! The largest 5% of U.S. farms
produced a full 50% of farm cash receipts and earned 82% of all net income from farm-
ing.? It is tragic that Federal reclamation policy, intended to strengthen the small-holder
farm system has not been implemented even though the very future of farms in this size
range is in doubt. The larger question, however, is the following: why does farm size
matter?

Why is Farm Structure Important?

Farm structure refers to the role of different-sized farms in agricultural production.
Farm structure is relatively concentrated if relatively few farms are responsible for the
majority of output. Until recently, U.S. agriculture has been characterized as a system in
which medium- to small-scale farms dominated agricultural productxon The shift to more
concentrated agriculture has had a profound social, economic and environmental impact
on rural California. We consider below the type of farming operations prevalent in Califor-
nia as well as recent research on the association between farm size and social conditions in
rural communities.

Our contemporary urban-based culture has become disconnected from its agrar-
ian roots.3 The U.S. farm population has declined to just 2% of the total populatlon
While debate continues over the question of whether this is good" or.“'bad,” a farm
system has evolved, especially in California and the West, that is completely dnvorced from
the idealistic notion of the “‘family farm.” . : D

The ﬁrst time the Department of Interior attempted to analyze the concept of
“family farm’ was in its landmark 1981 Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).4
Their definition stated that a majority of the annual labor requirement must be furnished
by the farm family (members of the immediate family). Since labor requirements vary
greatly from crop to crop, it is not possible to designate a specific acreage in this definition.
Interior Department officials have suggested that the upper limit on the size of an irrigated
“family farm” producing a perennial crop (fruit or nuts) would range from 40 to 160 acres
while the upper size limit for an irrigated *“‘family farm” producing extensive crops (cotton
or grain) would be about 960 acres.>

Within California today the bulk of farm production comes not from family farms,
as defined by the Department of Interior, but instead from a very different type of opera-
tion that relies on hired labor for nearly all of the farm work. To illustrate, careful exami-
nation of farming in the federally irrigated Westlands Water District (WWD) of California’s
San Joaquin Valley shows that the average irrigated farm size was 1,654 acres in 1978.6
This size is well above the maximum that would be operated by a single farm family under
the Interior Department’s definition. In support of this conclusion, this study found that
the 305 farms operating within the district had 5,305 full-time employees, an average of 17
per farm.7 The study also found that these 305 farms employed a total of 278 full-time
farm managers, 427 full-time foremen and 4,600 full-time laborers.8 Additional thousands
of seasonal hired workers were employed for the harvest season, especially for canta-
loupes and vegetables. Thus, in the WWD, farming is conducted along an *'industrial”’
model with the *farm operator” being a person, or group of persons, who owns the
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Figure 1-1. Places mentioned In this report: The San Luis Canal and the California

Aqueduct are both part of the Central Valley Project Irrigating the west side of the San Joaquin
Valley.
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Figure 1-1 continued. Places Mentioned In this report: Location of the Sacramento Valley, San
Joaquin Valley and Westlands Water District. (From “Facts and Figures®, Westlands Water District,

1986.)




business and employs other people to actually perform most of the work.

Data on California farm production shows that in 1982 the biggest 6% of the state's
farms, ranked by annual sales, accounted for 73% of farm cash receipts.® The biggest 6%
comprised 4,990 farms (out of a state total of 82,463) and all but 247 (i.e., 4,743 out of
4,990) reported expenditures for directly hired farm labor. In fact, these 4,743 farms
accounted for 75% of all expenditures for hired farm labor reported by the Census for
California.1® The average reported hired labor expense for these 4,743 farms was
$287,472 per farm. Many, if not all, of the 247 farms of the 4,990 largest who did not
report direct hired farm labor very likely utilized independent contractors, such as farm
management companies or labor contractors, to perform the work needed to run those
farms. The overwhelming majority of California farm production is now controlled by a
relatively small number of “‘industrial’ farms.

Most of California’s farms are “small”” as measured by amount of annual farm cash
receipts. For example, in 1982 some 58,041 of the state’s 82,463 farms, or 70%, had
annual sales of farm commodities amounting to less than $40,000 apiece.ll However,
their combined sales amounted to just 3.5% of the state total. So while most California
farms are “'small,” their share of total farm production is not significant.

The designation “industrial” or *“‘family,” according to the definition proposed in
the Interior Department'’s EIS, is determined by the role of hired farm labor in conducting
the business, and not by whether the farm business is owned by a single family. There are
many farming businesses in California owned by a single family which cannot be charac-
terized as ‘‘family farms” because of their reliance on hired labor. For example, Harris
Farms, Inc., is a farm operating in WWD that is solely owned by the John C. Harris fam-
ily.12 However, this farm's 19,552 irrigated acres are worked by its 618 regular employees
and large armies of seasonal workers.13 By no stretch of the unagmatlon could one argue :
using the Department of Interior labor measure, that this is a *‘family farm.”

Relation of Farm Size to Community Social Conditions

Having shown the dominance of “industrial” farms in California, we now examine
their impacts on surrounding communities. In his pioneering work, As You Sow, Prof.
Walter Goldschmidt illustrated the negative correlation that exists between farm size and
community social conditions.14 He found that communities near large farms tend to have
poorer social conditions, as measured by such variables as median household income and
proportion of the population in poverty. Comparing the San Joaquin Valley communities
of Arvin and Dinuba, Goldschmidt showed that the "large farm’ community of Arvin had
lower family income, greater poverty, and fewer churches, small businesses and social
clubs than did the “'small farm" town of Dinuba. Prof. Dean MacCannell and co-authors
after refining and extending this approach, established that this inverse correlation also
describes individual counties in the vast *‘Sun Belt” farming region from California to
Florida.!5 In his study, a county-averaged measure of farm size was used.

MacCannell's most significant work shows quantitative negative correlations
between social conditions and increasing farm size in California's San Joaquin Valley when
small geographic areas are used.!® By examining Census Tracts, Postal Zip Code areas,
and areas bounded by city limits in 42 communities in the western San Joaquin Valley,
MacCannell found even stronger negative correlations. The strongest negative indicators
were: median family income, adults with high school diplomas, adults with 4-year college
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The larger the farm size in the community,
the poorer were the social conditions...
Conversely, the smaller the farm size,

the better the community's social conditions.

degrees, professionals in the labor force, home ownership, households with complete
plumbing, and medical services.17 The larger the farm size in the community, the poorer
were the social conditions based on these measures. Conversely, the smaller the farm
size, the better the community’s social conditions.

In California agriculture, where “industrial farms” are predominant, it is useful to
consider broad measures of rural community conditions. One important measure used in
the 1980 Census of Population stands out: the measure of poverty in U.S. metropolitan
areas based on the proportion of the population supported by general assistance pay-
ments (welfare). Of the ten metropolitan areas with the highest proportion of inhabitants
supported by such payments, six are in California, and all six are in California’s agricultural
Central Valley.!® The six areas (and the proportion of persons supported by welfare
payments) are: Visalia (15.9%), Stockton (14.4%), Yuba City (12.4%), Fresno (12.3%),
Modesto (11.8%) and Redding (11.6%). The remaining four areas of the top ten are all
Eastern urban centers: Jersey City, Atlantic City, Vineland (New Jersey) and New York
City. Both Visalia and Stockton rank ahead of these urban centers by this measure. It is
not widely recognized that poverty in the 1980’s is concentrated in rural areas such as
California's agricultural Central Valley as well as in major Eastern urban:areas. -

Perhaps the most critical factor in this high degree of poverty associated with
“industrialized’" farming is the strong dependence on hired farm labor which ties commu-
nity conditions to farm worker income. In a statewide survey based on interviews with
workers, Richard Mines found that the average annual earnings of a California farm
worker in 1983 was just $4,300 from farm work and another $320 from non-farm work.19
Farmworker households with four members reported average annual earnings of
$8,750.2° Both figures are well below the official poverty level, based on income. Califor-
nia agriculture’s heavy dependence on numerous low-paid laborers creates rural commu-
nities which are home to a large proportion of the state’s working poor. Mines found that
more than 80% of California farm workers are Mexican or Mexican-American. Therefore,
these workers are both poor and members of an ethnic minority.

MacCannell obtained similar results in the 42 San Joaquin Valley communities
which he studied.2! The greater the proportion of the community population in the
agricultural labor force, the lower the median family income of the community and the
poorer the social conditions.

Competition Among Farms of Differing Sizes

As farm size has tended to increase over the decades of the 20th Century, a new
factor has emerged: increasing rivalry between very large “industrial”’ farms and smaller-
scale farms. Yolo County tomato and alfalfa farmer John Bledsoe put it this way,

“..let's go and look into Yolo County (California) and see three or four
farmers control most of the county. We have the Heidricks, the Wallaces,
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