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Farm field day emphasizes ‘green’ innovations
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Farmers, ranchers, viticulturalists, researchers and non-profit groups joined forces to discuss new developments in agricultural sustainability at the Climate Friendly Farming Field Day on April 9. The day began at Rominger Brothers Farm where Bruce Rominger welcomed guests and gave a brief overview of his mostly Syrah vineyard. 


Rominger has opened his farm to researchers searching for insights on how to reduce greenhouse gases and increase sustainability from an agricultural perspective. As the green movement is progressing, the majority of farmers are looking into more eco-friendly ways of growing crops. However, the general consensus among experts is that there are currently more questions than answers about accurate sustainability, increasing the need for more intensive research. This has proven frustrating for farmers like Rominger, who said, “The learning experience has been quite a challenge.”


Speakers also included Joe Browde of the California Sustainable Winegrowers Alliance and Kerri Steenwerth of the UC Davis Viticulture and Enology Department. Steenwerth shared that the two main green house gases that pose the biggest threat to the environment are carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide. She said the use of conventional pesticides and fertilizers are known to be connected with the emission of both gases, leading researchers to find other ways of caring for crops.


Browde addressed the need for discovery.


“We believe that sustainability is all about moving forward — the cycle of continuous improvement,” said Browde 


One of the ways the CA Sustainable Winegrowers Alliance is supporting farmers is by providing an online tool that calculates energy efficiency and green house gas emission. Farmers are also being encouraged to adjust agricultural management by making several modifications such as decreasing fuel usage, using organic fertilizers and cover crops to limit nitrous oxide emissions, and decrease tillage. 


The group also toured the walnut orchard at Dixon Ridge Farms, where co-owner Russ Lester spoke about his efforts to be more sustainable. Lester's short-term goal is to become completely energy sufficient by 2012, and he is already 45 percent there. 


Lester has been working with Dr. Johan Six of the UC Davis Plant Sciences Department and has established a new, eco-friendly way of operating. Lester uses 100 percent cover crop in the orchard, which helps to increase beneficial insect habitation, decreases green house gas emissions, and leads to virtually no water run-off or waste. 


The orchard utilizes a new irrigation system, where hoses with built-in water valves are strung from the walnut trees to increase efficiency and save energy. Lester's most impressive sustainability mechanism is the use of burned walnut shells for energy. Lester reported that 15 percent of the shells are burned and 85 percent are gasified, making his machine the only gasifier in California to use agricultural bi-products. He said that he hopes the energy from the burned walnuts will work to heat the buildings on the orchard in the future. 


California Climate & Agriculture Network (CalCAN), one of the sponsors of the Field Day event, ended the day by encouraging people to write letters in support of Senate Bill 1241, which would ensure that if state or federal funds are generated for climate change programs, a portion will be applied to research for green house gas emission reductions. 


Additional sponsors for the event included California Certified Organic Farmers, and Community Alliance with Family Farmers. 


For more information on CalCAN or SB 1241, go to www.calclimateag.org.

