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Although our rainy
season has arrived, local
strawberry farmers are
not taking a break. The

rains have shifted most of the produc-
tion to Ventura County, and we will soon
see berries coming from Orange and
San Diego counties, too.

While the peak season has past,
ground preparation runs parallel with
the fall harvest. Strawberry farmers
are literally laying the groundwork for
the 2017 season. Ground is tilled and
raised beds take shape, wrapped in
their plastic shells to conserve water
and maintain the bed shape over the
next year.

Careful ground preparation is cru-
cial: Missteps at this time of year spell
trouble for the next season. Perhaps
one of the most important steps is con-
trolling the unseen plant diseases in the
soil. There are a variety of plant dis-
eases, and they don’t all appear in all
places at all times. But, if not managed,
can ruin an entire field, and a farmer’s
livelihood.

Traditionally, farmers rotated
ground over several years, allow fields
to lie fallow, or planted with a cover
crop, between plantings to manage the
build-up of diseases in the soil. New
tools introduced in the 1960s, the ability
to inject short-lived chemicals in the
soil to control these diseases, allowed
farmers to shorten the number of years
in crop rotations, taking full advantage
of the prime growing conditions here
along the Central Coast. As a result,
more than 90% of the local crops are a
diverse assortment of vegetables and
fruits.

A shifting array of regulations have
reduced the availability and utility of
these disease control measures. Yet,
the diseases remain an issue, and re-
cent years have seen the emergence of
disease not seen before in the Central
Coast. 

Ongoing research is exploring alter-
natives to soil fumigation. While some
alternatives are promising, the issue is
complex, and scientists admit that
there will not likely be a one-size-fits-
all solution. Rather, a matrix of mea-
sures will be needed to address the soil
type, temperature profile, soil and wa-
ter chemistry, array of diseases and
specific crops. All of these variables
make real-world solutions years away.

For local strawberry farmers, once
the soil disease issues are addressed,
they then map out their irrigation sys-
tem, form beds and establish access
roads that make best use of the block of
land, while minimizing runoff and opti-
mizing exposure to the sun. Rows must
be spaced accurately to minimize dam-
age by tractors and harvest workers
over the next year. Once irrigation
lines are installed, drip irrigation lines
are placed in the beds to deliver water
and fertilizer directly to the plants. All
of this is done before the plastic mulch
is pulled over the beds.

Next come the plants. November is
planting season, continuing over the
next month. 

Special machinery pulled down the
rows by tractors punch holes in the
plastic with ideal spacing for each
plant. The planting crews follow, hand-
planting a small green crown sprouting
with a hairy wad of roots.

While the fields are not bustling with
activity over the winter months, straw-
berry farmers still don’t put their feet
up once the plants are in the ground.
New plants still require tending. Farm-
ers keep a close on eye on the weather,
balancing irrigation water and fertiliz-
er with the effects of any rainfall.

Strawberry farmers here on the
Central Coast are passionate about
what they do. They know that all of this
attention to detail is crucial to bringing
healthy and wholesome fruit to market.
As you pass the quiet fields over the
next few months, know that local
strawberry farmers are still on the job,
making sure that they are maximizing
their efforts, while minimizing their
impacts, to deliver tasty and nutritious
fruit to market.

Carolyn O’Donnell is communica-
tions director of the California Straw-
berry Commission
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Energy efficiency is more important
today than ever, especially in the agricul-
ture industry. Energy savings mean
more profits for growers and shippers.

Ron Messimer’s business, EEM Pro-
ject Management, is helping ag compa-
nies get more bang for their energy
bucks. Messimer is an energy auditor
and project manager. The Santa Cruz
County resident has worked with Cali-
fornia growers, including those in the Sa-
linas Valley, to help them save money.

Before starting his own company he
worked in the electronics field for many
years, including time at Texas Instru-
ments, AT&T, 3Com Corp. and Pacific
Gas & Electric Co.

“I didn’t feel at home in the corporate
world, and I went out on my own,” Mes-
simer said. “The energy industry has
been something that has always fasci-
nated me.”

He learned a lot about the energy in-
dustry from his grandfather. He cared
for him for seven months before he died.
His grandfather helped build the Stan-
ford linear accelerator.

“I learned so much, it was amazing,”
Messimer said.

Before starting his own company,
Messimer was trained by PG&E as an en-
ergy auditor. The company’s Energy
Star program developed a benchmark to
assess buildings for energy efficiency.

Though Messimer continues to do
building energy audits, he has focused
his business on agriculture water well
pumps. Many farms use older plug load
pump motors because they are cheaper
than newer motors. However, Messimer
said, they are inefficient.

Pumping water and moving it to irri-
gation pipes and drip lines is an expen-
sive part of farming, he said. And electri-
cal rates are higher in the summer and
during the day, when many crops are
grown and worked.

“There are thousands of wells in Mon-
terey and Santa Cruz counties and most
agriculture wells use older equipment,”
Messimer said.

The problem with the older motors, he
explained, is that most of the energy they
use goes to creating an electrical energy
field rather than moving the motor parts.
They can be only 40% efficient, while
newer motors can be as high as 80% effi-
cient.

By installing self-starters on old
pump motors and adding shunt capacitor
banks, Messimer can increase their effi-

ciency and save growers’ costs. Anoth-
er factor is the age of the well. 

“Some (ag) wells were dug in the
1940s,” Messimer said. “A well has a
natural life as a well.”

In some cases, PG&E will offer re-
bates for installing upgraded and new
electrical equipment. The company
has earmarked $1.7 billion for energy
rebates, Messimer said, and they can
be as high as $400,000 per site.

The more electricity everyone can
save helps PG&E ease the load on the
state’s electric grid. 

“Shedding five percent of the load
over the entire grid drops the cost to
PG&E down considerably,” Messimer
said.

EEM Project Management upgrad-
ed two water wells on the campus of the
Monterey Bay Academy in La Selva
Beach. One, Messimer said, was work-
ing at between 30Z% and 40% efficien-
cy. His upgrades increased the effi-
ciency to 85%.

The company does a spectrum of
other jobs as well. It is working with a
water park in Fresno to improve its
electrical pumping efficiency. It’s also
working with the Santa Cruz city li-
brary to improve its energy use.
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Ron Messimer, owner of EEM Project Management, explains how his company made an old electric water well pump more efficient at a well
on the Monterey Bay Academy campus in La Selva Beach.
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Research helps farmers figure
out what their cows are eating

Soon it will be easier to ensure cows
get a healthy diet, according to a new
study in Crop Science and a press release
from the American Society of Agrono-
my.

Jerry Cherney, an agriculture profes-
sor at Cornell University, has developed
a new method to confirm that cows get
an appropriate balance of grass and le-
gumes in alfalfa-grass mixtures. 

When grass and alfalfa are grown to-
gether, it’s hard for farmers to know if
they’re feeding their cows a balanced
diet. 

To determine the grass-to-legume ra-
tio, scientists use a technique called near
infrared reflectance spectroscopy. Al-
though this technique works well, it is
not standardized between machines.
Different machines provide varying re-
sults, depending on how they are cali-
brated. 

Cherney created a calibration system
that will work across multiple instru-
ments and successfully tested it with al-
falfa and grass from different fields
across New York counties. 

— Sarah McQuate

New proposal from state board
could affect water resources

Water regulation is already tight, but
with a new proposal on the future of the
Sacramento River from the State Water
Resources Control Board (SWRCB), it
could get even tighter, according to
Christine Souza in the latest Ag Alert
from the California Farm Bureau Feder-

ation. 
Currently, the flows in the Sacramen-

to and Delta estuaries are modified to
support cities and irrigate farmland, ac-
cording to the SWRCB. A recent science
report showed that this modification is
detrimental to several species of fish liv-
ing in the Delta. 

Based on these results, the SWRCB
recommends unimpaired flow in the
Sacramento River mainstream. This
change would support wildlife but re-
duce the amount of water left for agri-
culture.

However, David Guy, president of the
Northern California Water Association,
fears that this plan would not be benefi-
cial for fish, either. He suggests a “func-
tional flow” approach, which would pro-
vide a more balanced approach for both
wildlife and agriculture, according to
Souza.

The SWRCB is seeking input on this
proposal. Public comments must be re-
ceived in writing by Dec. 16. 

— Sarah McQuate

Farm Bureau calls on everyone 
to get out and vote this election

“Be sure to get out to the polls on Nov.
8 and vote,” urges Casey Gudel, political
affairs manager for the California Farm
Bureau Federation. There are decisions
on the ballot besides the presidential
election that need California voters’ at-
tention, she says.

Seventeen statewide measures and
countless local measures will appear on
the ballot this year; the Farm Bureau
provided Californians with their recom-
mendations in a Voter Guide that can be

found online at http://www.cfbf.com/
voterguide. 

The Farm Bureau Board of Direc-
tors has taken the time to fully analyze
these ballot measures before declaring
their stance on each issue. Regardless
of the next Tuesday’s results, Gudel
wants to make sure citizens exercise
their right to vote.

— Aylin Woodward

Students at UC Santa Cruz win
$275,000 federal grant 

Students at UC Santa Cruz have
been awarded $275,000 from the U.S.
Department of Agriculture to diversify
food studies and promote food security
for Spanish-speaking and farmworker
families, according to Guy Lasnier at
the UC Santa Cruz News Center. 

The program, “Diversifying Food
Studies and Fostering Community
Food Security,” is funded through a US-
DA National Institute of Food and Agri-
culture initiative. It builds off the exist-
ing work that UC Santa Cruz students
in Colleges Nine and Ten have been do-
ing at the community gardens at Cala-
basas School in Watsonville. 

Ultimately, students hope to recruit,
retain, and engage underrepresented
undergraduates at UC Santa Cruz, par-
ticularly those who are the first from
their families to attend university. The
program will also benefit elementary
and high school students in the commu-
nities of Watsonville and Gonzales.

— Aylin Woodward
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