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California water pollution enforcers decided Friday to pull the veil off the thousands of 
unidentified Central Valley farmers who empty their polluted irrigation water into rivers 
without fear of penalty. 
 
The state's Central Valley Water Quality Control Board adopted a measure that for the 
first time will require owners of irrigated cropland to register with the state as a first step 
toward regulation. 
 
Growers also must monitor levels of pollutants and work to reduce them, either 
individually or collectively as members of the same irrigation districts. 
 
The measure replaces a weaker "conditional waiver" adopted in December that state 
Attorney General Bill Lockyer deemed "irreparably tainted," mainly because of a board 
member's conflict of interest as a rice grower. 
 
The substitute plan, adopted on a 5-2 vote Friday, however, invoked the wrath of 
environmentalists and farmers. 
 
A spokesman for a large coalition of environmental, fishing and Latino groups 
denounced the action mainly because it stops short of requiring farmers to pay fees as 
other regulated businesses do to cover the state's enforcement costs. 
 
"The waiver is a slap in the face to every Californian that has to pay fees and comply 
with regulatory requirements," said Bill Jennings of Stockton, speaking on behalf of the 
environmental groups. 
 
The regional water board has no foreseeable source of revenue to sustain its oversight of 
the new pollution-control program beyond a year, according to its executive officer, 
Thomas Pinkos. 
 
Jennings said the measure also lacks enough teeth to hold farmers accountable.  "(The 
water board) leaves us no choice but to continue to litigate this issue," he said. 
 
Growers' representatives predicted the requirement forcing disclosure of individual 
landowners' names and operational information will prompt many farmers to back out of 
"watershed groups" that they recently formed to efficiently monitor pollutants in 
irrigation drainages. 
 
"I don't think that some of these groups will still be able to participate," said Bill Thomas, 
representing the Southern San Joaquin Valley Watershed Coalition and five similar 
groups. 
 
The debate is far from over. Because of conflict-of-interest concerns, the state Water 
Resources Control Board agreed last month it would review whatever action the Central 
Valley board took on the farm-pollution issue. 
 



The state water board could rescind, approve or amend Friday's action by the Central 
Valley board, one of nine it oversees. 
 
At issue is the state's first attempt to regulate the biggest uncontrolled source of water 
pollution in California: more than 7 million acres of crop fields, orchards and vineyards 
in the Central Valley from Redding to Bakersfield. 
 
Farm-related pollution contributes to the degradation of the Sacramento and San Joaquin 
rivers system that provides drinking water and recreation for millions of Californians 
while also supporting runs of salmon, shad and steelhead. 
 
Also affected are the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta -- the nursery for many fish species -
- San Francisco Bay and coastal waters. 
 
In addition to pesticides, farm drainage contains traces of fertilizers, sediment from 
erosion and high concentrations of salt and selenium leeched from irrigated soil. 
 
The pollution can rob aquatic life of oxygen, kill insects that fish rely on for food and 
increase the cost of water treatment in Sacramento, Stockton and other cities that tap 
rivers for drinking water. 
 
The plan adopted Friday would not put farmers under a permit system or hold them to 
limits on the same number of pollutants as required of other water polluters -- businesses, 
cities and sewage-treatment plants that empty polluted storm water and wastewater into 
streams and rivers. 
 
Rather, the board imposed a "conditional waiver" on farmers that amounts to a lower 
level of enforcement. 
 
The conditions, however, are stronger than those attached to waivers under which 
irrigated agriculture had been operating for the past 20 years, according to board staff. 
 
The old waivers, which expired by law at the end of last year, exempted farmers from 
state water pollution rules so long at their drainage did not impair state waterways. 
 
While the waivers were in force, however, state and federal environmental agencies 
declared hundreds of miles of rivers and streams in the Central Valley "impaired" due to 
the variety of pollutants, including those linked to farming. 
 
But the waivers remained in force, and neither farmers nor regulators made significant 
moves to control the pollution, said Bill Croyle, a veteran official with the regional board. 
 
"They didn't do it, and we didn't do it," Croyle said. 
 
Friday's board action extends the agricultural waiver through Dec. 31, 2005. 
By that time, farmers must submit the first set of test results on water from ditches and 
canals carrying farm runoff. As with other industries, water testing for regulatory 
purposes is done on the honor system. Board staff will review the farmers' monitoring 
plans. 
 
If farmers fail to cooperate on monitoring or take no action to reduce pollution found to 
exceed state levels, the board can revoke the waiver and impose the more stringent "water 
discharge requirements." 
 



Board member Robert Fong of Sacramento opposed the measure largely because the 
board did not even consider the option of regulating farmers at the same level as other 
polluting industries. 
 
Board member Christopher Cabaldon, mayor of West Sacramento, also voted against the 
measure because it does not require farmers to pay enforcement costs. 
 
Board member Beverly Alves remained in the audience because of her conflict of interest 
over ownership of a 1,200-acre rice farm in Glenn County that drains wastewater into the 
Sacramento River. 
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