· [image: image9.jpg]VISIT HIS BLOG



 

[image: image2.png]


Farmland in retreat?

Ag census shows county's farm production value up while acreage on the decline
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STOCKTON - San Joaquin County is an agricultural powerhouse with production valued at nearly $1.6 billion in 2007, according to a newly released agricultural census.

But the county's rank as No. 7 in farm value, among the more than 3,000 U.S. farm counties, seems threatened as the census also shows the number of farms dropped about 10 percent, along with farm acreage, in the previous five years.

Scott Hudson, the county's agricultural commissioner, said he suspected local farmland was in retreat.

"The good news part is the value of production - even though we're growing on less farms and less acres, the value of production has increased," he said.

Part of the jump in value from $1.2 billion in 2002, though, was simply that the price of many commodities rose sharply over the five-year period.

Hudson noted that the amount of harvested cropland in San Joaquin County held fairly steady going back to 1964.

Figures from the Census of Agriculture, conducted every five years by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, show cropland varying from as low as 538,000 acres to as many as 594,000 acres from 1964 to 2002. The county ended that period at 575,000 acres of cropland, but then it dropped 13 percent, to 454,000 acres, in the latest count, done in 2007.

Over the decades, as the county's cities grew and subdivisions and shopping centers displaced orchards and fields, growers used new cultivation and irrigation techniques to turn once marginal land into producing cropland. More recently, however, that option has played out.

"I think we've pretty much developed the marginal lands that we can farm," Hudson said. "Any more development will see a net decrease in cropland, farmland."

The area's agricultural industry could well remain in place, or it could go the way of Los Angeles County - which once the led the country in agricultural production value.

"What farmers tell me, to maintain agriculture in an area, it needs to be economically viable," Hudson said. "That's a function where there are markets that remain available, where farmers can sell their crops; they get a good return for their crops, and they're able to operate in an environment that encourages their business of farming."

Many factors affect farm economics, said Bruce Blodgett, executive manager of the San Joaquin Farm Bureau. Today, growers are trying to cope with the rising cost of cultivation and California's increasingly limited water supply.

But the pressure of urban encroachment will be hard to resist.

"Land values for urban development always outpace the value of land for agriculture," Blodgett said.

"We're going to have to figure out a way to compensate people to keep that property in agricultural production."

Public opinion may seem to favor preservation of U.S. farms, but that support fades quickly when it comes to tax-supported farm conservation programs or even consumer demand for domestic - perhaps higher-priced - fruits, vegetables and meats.

"If they want agriculture to remain viable, they're going to have to support local growers and ask for those products at the grocery store," Blodgett said.

Other highlights from the 2007 Census of Agriculture - which can be found online at www.agcensus.usda.gov - include:

» While ranked No. 7 in the U.S. for total agricultural production, San Joaquin County was sixth in the nation for the value of plant crops at nearly $992 million.

» San Joaquin County ranked third in the nation for grape production with a 2007 crop valued at $82 million among of 2,040 U.S. counties growing grapes.

» The county ranked No. 6 for its almond crop, pegged at $42 million, among 157 almond-producing areas.

» Among nearly 2,493 milk-producing counties, San Joaquin ranked No. 8 in the nation with a 2007 value of $407 million.

» Of San Joaquin County's 3,624 farms - down from 4,026 in 2002 - 1,916 showed a net profit, while the other 1,708 ran into the red.

» Among profitable farms, the average return in 2007 was $246,579; five years earlier, the average was $161,325.

» For those taking a loss, the average was $45,153; in 2002, the average loss for farms in the red was $28,677.

» Nearly half of San Joaquin County farms - 1,710 - had annual sales of less than $25,000.

That number of small farms is not unusual, said Daniel Sumner, professor of agricultural and resource economics at the University of California, Davis.

"There are lots of very, very small operations that are counted as farms in the numbers," he said.

Often such ventures serve as a retirement activity or more of a hobby for the owner, not as a principal source of income.

"Very few of those are commercial farming operations," he said.

Contact reporter Reed Fujii at (209) 546-8253 or rfujii@recordnet.com. 
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