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A California lawmaker has introduced a bill to funnel millions of dollars in revenue the state expects to receive through its AB 32 climate change emissions-trading program to the agriculture industry for greenhouse gas (GHG)-reduction projects and to help farms and vineyards adapt to climate change impacts.

        The proposal may prompt opposition from other industry groups expecting to receive carbon revenues from the cap-and-trade program. A similar bill stalled in the state Legislature last year.

        The bill, SB 237 by state Sen. Lois Wolk (D-Davis), is sponsored by the California Climate & Agriculture Network, which is a sustainable agriculture organization.

        The measure would provide that an unspecified percentage of funds generated from the state sale of GHG emission allowances should pay for "activities that will reduce GHG emissions, or adapt to global warming, in the state's agricultural sector."

        Backers of the bill argue that California's "$35 billion per year [agriculture] industry" is one of the most vulnerable to climate change impacts. "Global warming poses a serious threat to California agriculture with rising temperatures, constrained water resources, increases in extreme weather events, reduced winter chilling hours, and rising sea levels," the bill states. At the same time, California agriculture "is also uniquely positioned to provide climate benefits by reducing GHG emissions."

        A source with the group sponsoring the bill said "the argument is what happens with California agriculture -- it's a significant state and national concern. Our agriculture industry provides half of the country's fruits and vegetables."

        Some of the money earmarked by the bill would be used to increase the use of alternative agricultural practices that reduce GHG emissions and provide climate benefits, the source said. For example, farmers who implement "cover cropping," reduced tillage and compost applications in a tomato system can increase soil organic matter and conserve water, which have climate benefits, the source said.

        Agricultural facilities could potentially use the money to help establish new GHG-offset protocols for certain practices and technologies, allowing farms to generate credits that could be sold on the carbon markets, the source said.

        A legislative source said that science has shown that climate change will have a "huge impact on the crop patterns of California . . . and we know California [farms] can play a role to both reduce their own carbon footprints and act to sequester GHG emissions. So there is a great opportunity if there was funding to help farmers employ new innovative technologies to sequester and reduce their footprints and . . . to ensure farms can adapt to climate change."

        The bill does not specify how much money should be funneled annually to the agriculture fund.

        Specifically, the fund would provide grants for: research and demonstration projects that reduce GHG emissions, sequester atmospheric carbon through agricultural technologies, practices, or farming systems, or adapt to global warming, and provide environmental co-benefits, the bill states. Eligible recipients may include California producers, California institutions of higher education, state or local agencies, and nonprofit organizations, according to the bill.

        The bill also calls for the creation of a "California Agricultural Climate Benefits Advisory Committee" to recommend how the money should be spent. The membership would include: five members who are agricultural producers, including at least two certified organic producers; three members who are researchers with an institution of higher education with expertise in agriculture and climate change; three members from nonprofit organizations with expertise in climate change and agriculture; and one member who is a processor.

        In addition, the committee would include one member from each of the following public agencies: Department of Conservation, California Air Resources Board, U.S. Department of Agriculture - Natural Resources Conservation Service, U.S. EPA Region IX, and Department of Food & Agriculture.

        Wolk authored a similar bill last year, SB 1241, but the measure stalled due to concerns about administrative costs and speculation that a voter referendum on the ballot last November may have shelved the AB 32 program indefinitely, the legislative source said.

        It is unclear whether this year's measure will be opposed by other industry groups or environmentalists, all of who are arguing to some degree about how the state should spend the millions if not billions of dollars in expected annual revenue from the sale of GHG allowances in the coming years.


