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Dr. Calpouzos:  We all know that the world population is burgeoning.  We all know that human activities are damaging many ecological systems including land resources, and we know that this is going to get worse if we don’t do something about it.  We’re asking a question today that concerns every human on the planet.  It’s not just agriculture.  It’s not just the environmental community.  Everybody gets involved with this question.  Much of the world looks to the United States as a leader in science and technology.

Therefore, today we’re addressing the question, “In the 21st century, will we be able to feed ourselves and protect the environment?”  That’s what we have to somehow find out how to do. Here with us today to address this topic are two visionary gentlemen that I’d like to introduce to you.  I’ll begin with Craig Cox.  Craig has devoted his working life to conservation.  He has a bachelor’s degree in wildlife ecology and a master’s degree in agricultural economics, both from the University of Minnesota, and he has spent 10 years in the field with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources.  He has spent another 10 years in Washington, D.C., at the National Academy of Sciences, in the Senate Agricultural Committee and also in the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  Currently he’s the Executive Director of the International Soil and Water Conservation Society.  So we’re very happy to have Craig Cox with us and look forward to his remarks.

The other visionary gentleman is Dr. John Anderson, who is currently devoting his life to habitat restoration.  He owns and operates Hedgerow Farms, which is a major producer of native grass seed in Winters, California.  He has a bachelor’s degree in zoology from Oregon State.  He has a doctorate in veterinary medicine from UC Davis, and he has been a practicing veterinarian at the California Primate Research Center from 1974 until 1996.  In the late 1980s he began experimenting with the use of native grasses in restoring grassland habitats on his farm.  He became a founding member and is now the current president-elect of the California Native Grass Association.  He is the past director of the Yolo County Resources Conservation District, and he is a current member of the board of directors of the California Audubon Society and the National Audubon Society.  So we’re delighted to have John with us.  Let’s see, who wishes to be first?

Mr. Cox: Dr. Anderson.

Dr. Anderson:  Thank you.  It’s a pleasure to be here with so many visionary people.  The earlier speakers today were right on line, and I think Craig and I are going to be right with you as far as the type of information that we’re going to provide.

First, let me give you a quick comment on Audubon.  I was asked to join the Audubon State Board for California because of my interest in the farmland and farmland habitat restoration.  Audubon, like a number of the wildlife related agencies, has recognized that farmland is one of the last places we have left to restore wildlife habitat.  So they are very interested in working with farmers up and down the state on wildlife habitat-related issues.  That’s why I became involved in Audubon.  Audubon, in their new programs for the next millennium, wants to be the primary environmental educator in the country concerning wildlife and birds.  One of their goals is to set up Audubon nature centers along with related materials that go to schools.  So I’m very interested in education.  I think education is the key in saving the planet, and I’m going to be talking about our efforts to save the planet by means of farmland programs.

The first thing I’m going to do in my presentation is to talk about some of the problems that the previous speakers talked about concerning farming.  We have a tremendous number of environmental problems related to farming, and I’m going to give you a quick pictorial overview of those in the Sacramento Valley.  But the last part of my presentation will be upbeat and positive because we’ve been utilizing practices on our farm and adjacent farms in our local county that are solutions to cleaning up some of the farm-related pollution problems, and along with that, restoring wildlife habitat and diversity to our farming systems.

So with that, I’m going to go through a number of slides to show you what I have to teach.  Can we get the lights?   

{Note: the text of the ensuing slide presentation has been edited to make it clearer to you, the reader, who is unable to view the photos}
This is the watershed in which we farm just north of Winters, California, which is west of Davis.  We have a 500-acre farm there, and we’re surrounded by much larger farms.  It’s part of the bread basket of the Sacramento Valley.  There are a lot of diversified farming operations, both row crops and vineyards in this area, walnuts and almonds and plums, prunes, used to be an apricot area, and a lot of alfalfa and processing tomatoes.

One of the things that I’m going to stress is the lack of habitats in our intensively farmed areas.  This is Putah Creek.  This is one of the few riparian areas left in Yolo County, out of a 500,000-acre watershed.  On our nearby hills, the upper range is still intact biologically, more or less, however it is damaged.  The lowlands have been converted to mostly farmland with biodiversity severely reduced or eliminated.

This is a wintertime picture which is typical of most of our area in California.  All of the fields have been bedded up for planting in the late winter or early spring.  I think anyone can see that there’s very little vegetation anywhere in that picture except for a few trees that were left in some of the old farmsteads.  This type of landscape extends from the eastern side to the western side of the valley, where we live, right up to the Sacramento River.  And the Sacramento River used to have probably a 5 to 50-mile riparian corridor that was dense riparian forest, and this of course has all been cleared for farming.

How are we taking care of this farmland?  It’s basically clean farming.  It’s crops and nothing else.  Roadsides are the first example of what we take a look at.  Roadsides are kept barren of all vegetation.  They’re sprayed in the winter several times when weeds start coming up.  Even areas where we still have a few oak trees left are devoid of understory vegetation.  They’re cleared because the vegetation that comes back is essentially weeds.  The result of this is a lot of erosion and of course a complete loss of biodiversity.  In spite of this intensive wintertime management, we still have weeds if we get late rains or irrigation water runs through these systems.  And this is yellow star thistle in the foreground and puncture vine and bind weed that have come in.

And then at the end of the summer we use road graders to tear out and bury all these weeds which, of course, replants the seeds.  This is costing about $500 per mile per year for this intensive roadside management in the name of clean farming, and this is a practice that’s been adopted not only in Yolo County, but all up and down the Sacramento-San Joaquin Valleys, and probably in most places of the country that are intensively farmed.  You see this field border is kept devoid of vegetation.  There is severe soil erosion, no chance for any wildlife.

And then our irrigation canals.  We have thousands of miles of irrigation canals in the Central Valley that could provide riparian corridors and wildlife habitats, biodiversity, but they’re basically kept devoid of vegetation like most of our other edges.  They’re sprayed in the wintertime.  This would be a typical February picture of the Roundup that has been sprayed; no vegetation at all.  Of course, these banks are subject to erosion in late spring.  We have these wheat fields that are tremendous nesting areas for ducks, and yet when those baby ducks hatch, they have no place to hide, and they’re just basically targets for predation, plus they really don’t have much forage around those edges.

So these techniques that we’re using right now are not conducive to habitat, plus we get tremendous erosion problems and sloughing of these banks, and subsequently we have to do a lot of cleaning out over and over and over again year after year.  So it’s costing us money.  We’re losing soil.  We’ve lost our wildlife habitat.  It’s basically a mess.  This is the standard way of managing our farmland in the Sacramento Valley.

If you don’t keep it clean, it turns into a weed patch.  Any bare soil turns into a patch of noxious, non-native invasive weeds.  Star thistle, Johnson grass in this picture, and our drainage channels clogged up with vegetation.  There are blackberries in this picture and a large number of other noxious weeds, and the reason that the farmers want these areas clean is because water runs through there.  There are weeds, and weeds get into their fields, and we spend a tremendous amount of money keeping weeds out of fields.  Weed control is probably the number one cost of farming.

Then our riparian zones, we still have a few of them left.  We have a few of these with trees that protect the banks, shade the bank so the weeds don’t grow, provide wildlife habitat and that can actually filter out some of the nutrients that come off some of the fields in drain water.  But, in fact, we’ve basically clean-farmed most of these riparian corridors too.  This is the same slough further up.  There’s not a tree left.  Every tree has been taken out in an effort to farm right up to the edge, number one, because that’s good farmland, but number two, in the name of flood control.  So again, we’ve eliminated the riparian function of these natural systems, and in the winter when we have our big floods, we get the same erosive problems.  Massive amounts of water move through these systems not being held up by any vegetation at all.  So again, big problems.

In the summer, from our fields that are furrow-irrigated, the runoff goes directly back to our irrigation ditches.  In this picture a corn field is being irrigated.  You can see the big plume of silt.  We’ve measured the amounts of silt coming off.  We’re losing nine tons to the acre on flat ground.  Apparently, nobody has monitored this in the Sacramento Valley.  Of course, all that silt is laden with farm chemicals, mostly nutrients.  That’s the biggest polluter of our water systems, but also herbicides and pesticides are present.  All that is lost to the field, number one, but it also plugs up these drainage systems.  We have to come in, muck it out, and we’re unable to maintain riparian function.

Our grazing lands are not in great shape.  Not that cattle are bad, we’ve just had severe grazing problems in the past. But one of the biggest problems are noxious weeds that are now invading our lower grazing lands.  The pasture that I just showed has been overtaken by medusa head which is non-nutritious.  Of course, after a fire goes through, you have tremendous erosion problems.  So all the native perennials are essentially gone from our grazing grounds.

Here is a review of the problems.  I won’t go into detail.  We have flooding, erosion, sediment deposition, and right now a lack of biodiversity.  In spite of all the intensive management problems, we still have noxious weeds, and we’re spending a tremendous amount of energy and money to get rid of these noxious weeds.  So we’re losing.  We have lost, and we have failed in all of our land management practices that have been promoted since the ‘40s.  So our major goal, ours meaning the Yolo County Resources Conservation District and our farmers and some of the adjoining farmers, is to bring these edges back to life by replacing weeds and clean farming with native vegetation.  And California, as well as the rest of the country, is blessed with tremendous native plants, especially perennial grasses and shrubs, that we can replace these weedy areas with, and once you get a good perennial system established, you basically eliminate weeds and eliminate a lot of the management costs.

Our roadsides can be turned into grassland and shrub corridors.  Our field borders can be turned into grassland, shrubs and tree habitat corridors or hedgerows.  Our irrigation canals and ditches can be returned to riparian corridors, and then we’re putting in tailwater ponds to serve as wetlands that will filter the runoff from the summer irrigation water.  Our sloughs and drainages can be restored and our levees can be returned into grasslands, and I’m going to show you some pictures of these.

This is our farm, or a part of it, and what I want to show you is some of the hedgerow corridors that we have provided.  This is a riparian slough where we did some restoration.  Here is a roadside, and we have some major irrigation canals running through it.

These are our roadsides now, and we’re probably in our tenth year of doing this intensive native management, although we’ve been doing this type of management for 20 years.  This is a roadside corridor that is 100 percent native perennial grasses and with a new riparian system along this drainage ditch.  Here is another roadside area where we’ve incorporated the native forbs and native grasses.  This is a summer wet ditch bordering a cotton field. Before we did the project, this was just an ugly degraded ditch. Here is one of our tailwater ponds, and here is a vegetated corridor along the adjacent roadside.

I think one of the things that I want to emphasize about the biodiversity that we’ve lost is that many of our beneficial insects that are really important for not only pollenizing but for biocontrol rely on pollen.  So we’re introducing a lot of flowering plants, not only forb species, but also shrubs to attract beneficial insects.  We call these insectary borders.  This is sticky flower from that roadside.  This is an aster, and that’s a fly, which is a very aggressive aphid eater around the riparian corridor or roadside.  This is a primrose associated with a riparian area.  You can see the hummingbird with its beak full of pollen.  Quail are starting to appear.  We have a good population of them on this once clean-farmed area, and this is now a shrub and grass corridor.

Elderberry is one of the shrubs that we use, one of many shrubs.  Elderberry flowers are important pollen sources for beneficial insects, and they also provide a tremendous food source for not only wildlife, but for farm kids.  These are my daughters, and they have a wonderful recipe for elderberry pie and elderberry jam.  This is a great species not only for birds and other wildlife generally, but also for endangered species, which have shown up in some of the corridors that we established 10 years ago.

So we can provide habitat for some of the species that we’d like to see back.  A  lot of farmers don’t want endangered species because of the impending or the potential of regulatory problems.  We have endangered species that we’ve provided for, and we’ve not had any regulatory problems, and we’re working closely with the Fish and Wildlife Service now to establish safe-harbor programs for farmers in California.  And of course the game species are flourishing along here.  If you’re a hunter, which I am and many of my friends are, you can appreciate their value even more.

Maintenance on the roadsides is basically mowing and burning and maybe some spot spraying so we can keep these things weed free and safe while still maintaining the native perennial vegetation.  Our California perennials are great.  After the fire they just come right back.  With our hedgerows, we’re taking a little bit of ground out of production.  You know, 16 feet by a half mile is one acre.  You can enroll this land in the Conservation Reserve Program and get paid for taking it out.  You can also get cost share to do that.  These hedgerows serve as windbreaks for tomato crops.  Actually, they are harvesting as we speak, this tomato field.  There are a lot of beneficial insect plants along here, and of course in the fall this is a great area to hunt along and harvest the fruits of diverse habitat on the farmland.

Yolo County used to be one of the finest pheasant areas in California, if not the country.  You can hardly find a pheasant anymore in most of the areas of Yolo county.  And we’re still producing food.  And this, our symposium question, “Can we produce food and still be environmentally sensitive?”  Yes! Yes! Yes!  It’s very possible.  You just have to get out there and do it.  We’re not taking that much ground out of production.

Our irrigation canals.  Here’s a canal with, again, native perennials, not only grasses but the sedges and rushes.  We’re basically replicating or duplicating a natural stream system, and if you’re a fisherman, you fish on banks where there are native grasses and rushes, banks that are stable, don’t erode.  They don’t have weeds in them, and they provide a lot of habitat for animals.  That’s exactly what we’re implementing on our canals.  It’s working great.  They’re weed-free once you get it established.  We’re also using trees to stabilize the inside of these banks so that they don’t erode.  Our perennial grasses have roots that go down probably 5 to 6 feet along these corridors.  So the whole system can be stabilized with native plants, and we’re using about 15 native species of sedges, grasses and shrubs along these corridors.  So the more plant species that you have, the more animal species you’re going to have.

This is a canal in 1988 that I showed you earlier from the aerial view, devoid of vegetation, and this is what it looks like today along this roadside.  This system now is stable, it’s beautiful.  Quality of life has to be factored into the equation.  You need to put a lot of value on that.  Here’s a tree corridor.  Water moving through this system or irrigated water running subsurface through this system is going to get cleaned off before it gets dumped back into the main canal.

That’s a deer.  These are wood ducks that are now utilizing our canals regularly during the summer.  You can appreciate that naked canals really don’t support much life.  Not only the feathered wildlife, but the tremendous number of insects and spiders.  Here is a little girl fishing for spiders at the edge of our system.  Lots of spiders.  Lots of dragonflies, which are beneficial.  Many other insect species.  This is a horn worm.  That is a favorite food of many of our bird species.  Of course the amphibians are coming back.  As soon as you start getting vegetation, you also get snakes.  We even have otters moving into the system and spending part of the summers here.  This is an aerial view of part of our county’s watershed, the flatland part.  Everything outlined in red and green is a potential riparian corridor.  Most of them are naked ditches right now.  So you can see the huge potential we have, not only to bring wildlife back into these areas, but also to clean up that water as it flows through these corridor systems.

And our tailwater ponds.  All of our fields are furrow-irrigated or most of them are.  The water used to flow directly into the irrigation ditch.  Now it goes through a tailwater pond.  These tailwater ponds are double systems.  I showed you all of the silt coming out of these fields.  Most of the silt will drop out into the sediment part of the pond, and then the water will move into the larger part of the pond, and the mature ponds have a lot of vegetation that can help buffer a lot of the nutrients coming in, and then the water goes back into the canal, much, much cleaner than just coming straight out of the field and back into the canal.

The sediment basins will silt up in one season.  This silt used to go into the main drainage canals and plug them up.  Now we capture it on our field and take it out with a backhoe and move it back onto the field.  This is some of the best dirt in the country, and we were losing it bit by bit, and nobody had really recognized this.

This is another tailwater pond.  One pond every 100 acres is going to do a tremendous job in helping to clean up our water.  And not only are the tailwater ponds environmentally clean, they’re also little islands of diverse habitat.  Yes, we did take this one acre of ground out of production.  It’s eligible for our Conservation Reserve Program.  So we could get paid for keeping that land out of production.  The wildlife habitat value is really hard to put a number on.  That pond is an 8-year-old pond.  After it’s been vegetated, it’s a great riparian area.  You can see the mallard ducks here, and we’re also seeing Pacific pond turtles starting to use these ponds.  The species is of special concern, again, demonstrating how agriculture can help bring back some of these species that are disappearing.

These are the Rominger brothers.  These guys, Charlie and Bruce Rominger and also their dad, Rich Rominger, who is Deputy Secretary of USDA back in Washington, fully support these programs, and they are now incorporating them on their farm.  Bruce is the tomato farmer, and Charlie does safflower and wheat and corn.  They have another brother who specializes in rice.  These are family farmers, and it’s really important to keep these guys in business.  They do not see any negative impacts.  They anticipate positive impacts from these programs.

And then this little guy here (photo of a young boy) is growing up witnessing all of this wildlife, and he loves it.  He is going to be a farmer.  I can guarantee that.  He’s already telling his dad what should be done to manage the farm a little better.  Justin is going to be an environmental advocate as well as a farmer.  And this is the age we want to start educating our youngsters as to the value of these programs.

This is an Ag in the Classroom group a couple of years ago.  This is Charlie Rominger teaching the kids about the values of these habitat corridors.  For you FFA’ers, this is the FFA group planting insectary plants along the roadside.  Actually, some of the pictures that you saw with the plants are plants that the young people planted two years ago.  This is an important part of our environmental education program.

We also have workshops to educate the adults about this.  It’s interesting.  It’s tough to change farmers’ ways, but a couple of the FFA kids that were out here went back, and then several weeks later their dads came in the Natural Resource Conservation Service office wanting information on hedgerows and habitats.  So, often it’s the youth who are going to convince the older folks that we ought to be doing this.

The Resource Conservation Districts put out a publication called Bring Farm Edges Back to Life.  I have one copy.  It’s available from the local Resource Conservation District.  It’s got the recipes of all of these practices, including lists of plants, when to plant, how to plant, how to do weed control.  And weed control is really one of the most important things that we have to do during the re-establishment of native plants.  It’s hard work establishing these corridors and these vegetative programs.  It’s a whole other farming operation, but there are a lot of cost-share programs available to alleviate the expense to the farmer.

Even though on a small scale we have done a lot, on a large scale there’s still a tremendous amount to be done.  Craig Cox will talk about the importance of that.

Of the farmers that I know, a lot of them want to do this now.  These farmers do not have the time, number one, and they do not have the money, and so a real key is to get finances available to do this, and I believe that we have to have a service to help the farmer do this.  Audubon and the local Resource Conservation District just obtained a really nice sized Cal-Fed Grant of $630,000 for our watershed, about a 250,000-acre watershed.  And we’ll be doing more tailwater ponds, more canals, more riparian restoration.  It’s expensive.  $630,000 sounds like a lot, but it doesn’t go that far.

Part of that money is going into a watershed coordinator, and her job is also writing for more grants.  Now is the time to write for grant money.  There’s a ton of money out there through many different programs, from a lot of different agencies, but you have to have somebody who knows how to write those grants.

And some of you in the audience, you’re in environmental studies, and we need more trained peopled that know how to do vegetation management, that understand weeds, that understand plants and can lead work crews to go in and do this.  I think it’s an industry waiting to happen.  But that’s the only way I think we’re going to be able to really make a significant change on our farmland.

As I showed you, there are a lot of ills right now.  Society, in general, does not understand farming.  The general public also doesn’t understand the solutions.  The previous speakers talked a lot about educating our urban population.  I think if we start showing the people what the potential solutions are, they are more likely to put money into it and vote for bonds that will put money into it.

So with that, I’ll hand it over to Craig Cox, and then I guess we can ask for questions afterwards.

Dr. Calpouzos:  You want to please hold your questions until Craig gets a chance to give his presentation.

Mr. Cox:  Well, thank you, John.  It’s always an inspiration to hear from farmers like you who make what I have to say actually sound true.  I appreciate that lead in.  It’s a real pleasure for me to be here today.  I have been in the position, for the last 20 years, of trying to keep one foot in the environmental community and one foot in the agricultural community.  Over the last five years in particular, that strategy has felt more like being drawn and quartered than it’s felt like building bridges.  It’s great to be among folks today for whom one foot in the agricultural community and one foot in the environmental community is not a high wire act.  Instead, it’s considered part of the strategy of the organization.  

I’ve always admired this organization, Food, Land & People.  In fact, there are times, Mark*, I wish I could steal the name without you noticing.  I think, however, in the context of the question that Mark asked me to address today – “Can we feed ourselves and protect the environment in the 21st century?” – there couldn’t be a more appropriate name for an organization.  I think the name Food, Land & People captures the complexity of the interactions that go into any kind of thoughtful analysis of that question.

It’s been a long time, frankly, since I’ve lost any sleep over a speech, but I have to tell you I’ve lost sleep over this speech.  I am humbled by the magnitude of this topic.  And it doesn’t help to be speaking in front of that magnificent landscape you see behind me.  That landscape makes me feel more like one of the beneficial insects that John was talking about.  At least I hope beneficial.  I think this question is one of the more fundamental questions of the human enterprise in the next 100 years.  It probably is one of the most fundamental questions facing this interesting experiment, some 7,000 years old, that we call civilization.

The answer to this question may have more to do with the future of the human enterprise, as we know it, than most of the policy and scientific questions that are being debated at the moment with much more attention, money, and heat.  This is a problem I’ll return to later.

So it’s with a real sense of humility that I approach this topic.  I’ve struggled to segment the question somehow to make it manageable.  I decided at about two o’clock this morning that there are three smaller pieces that contribute to answering the overall question.  The first piece, I think, is social justice and economic opportunity.  How well our global community extends these values to all our citizens will be a primary determinant of whether we will be able to feed ourselves and protect the environment in the next century.

The second piece is the one that gets talked about more often.  It is the question of whether it’s possible, economically and ecologically, to fit modern agriculture into the landscape in a way that both produces more food and protects the environment.  And the third piece of the question, I think, is whether we will muster the collective wisdom and political will to take care of the first two pieces.  It’s this last question that I really want to spend the most time on because I think collective wisdom and political courage will largely determine whether we will feed ourselves and protect the environment.

But let me touch quickly on the first two.  Over the last 10 years, it’s become more and more apparent to me that hunger and famine are much more a product of lack of economic opportunity, political corruption, tyranny and poverty than they are a product of an absolute lack of food or commodities.  If you look at the major famines, I think of the last decade – Somalia, Sudan, Iraq, North Korea –  they are largely a product of failed political and economic systems coupled with social injustice on a scale that we in America are blessed not to have experienced, at least in recent memory.

This is not an area, frankly, I know much about.  So it’s probably wise for me to skip over it and to get on to things I do know something about.  But I think this issue of social justice and economic opportunity is a fundamental challenge to those of us in the conservation and agricultural community.  I think if our goals are going to be met, we’re going to have to find ways to make alliances and provide at least moral support if not other kinds of support to those folks who are working on social justice and economic opportunity questions.  Absent social justice and economic opportunity, some of the world is going to go hungry even if we are awash in food commodities.

It’s ironic, frankly, to be asked to speak about whether we can feed ourselves at a time when agriculture is suffering from yet another farm crisis.  A farm crisis brought about not by famine, not by hunger, not by lack of food, but by a global oversupply of commodities and by financial turmoil in markets in which demand for a first world diet from an emerging middle class in Asia was undercut by a financial crisis.

I would venture to suggest that low commodity prices are not making for fewer hungry people in the world.  Which I think points out again the interaction of economic opportunity and social justice as an issue that Food, Land & People and my organization need to confront to achieve our missions.  I wish I had a better way or a better strategy to suggest what conservationists can bring to the table to deal with that issue.

The second piece – Can modern agriculture be compatible with the environment? – is where most of this debate swirls.  Arguments flourish over the ecological limits of agriculture, the environmental constraints that should or should not be imposed on agriculture, and whether agriculture is the villain or the solution.  I think you’re all familiar with those arguments.  I have spent 20 years studying them, at least.

I’m going to simply conclude that it is in fact possible to fit agriculture into a landscape in a way that not only protects the environment but enhances the environment.  I have about 10 pages of evidence to support that contention in front of me, but instead of presenting it, I’m just going to point to John and my Society’s magazine, Conservation Voices, which is back there on the table, and is full of profiles of other people like John.  With no disrespect to John, the practices that he is so effectively putting on the land are not state of the art in conservation.  These practices represent 1940s, 1950s technology.  It’s not 1990s technology.  As John’s experience and dedication shows, there is much to be gained applying extremely well-tested conservation systems that simply aren’t on the landscape to the extent that they ought to be.  It ought to give us all a lot of optimism and a lot of confidence that agriculture can in fact be the solution to environmental quality, not the problem.

So let me then go on to the third piece, which is where I really think the problem lies – collective wisdom and political will. First, a cautionary note.  Most of what I’m going to talk about is based on the last 10 years I’ve spent in Washington, D.C., laboring in the political and policy fields around agriculture and the environment.  My doubts about whether the collective wisdom and political will is there to ensure that we do feed ourselves and protect the environment derives largely from my experience in Washington, D.C.  I will say that my sense of optimism goes up dramatically when I spend more time at the state and local level which perhaps signals that the Washington scene will change in time.

I seriously think whether we feed ourselves and protect the environment is not a question of ecological limits.  I don’t think it’s a question of technology.  I truly think it comes down to collective wisdom and political will.  So let me note a few of the things that I think must change in the arena of politics and collective wisdom in order to ensure that we do in fact feed ourselves and protect the environment.

The first thing that has to happen, frankly, is we need to start thinking about the nexus of conservation, agriculture and the environment as the great adventure and imperative of the 21st century.  As I said earlier, the question of whether we can feed ourselves and protect the environment goes to the heart of the human endeavor.  Learning how to use the land and care for it at the same time is one of the enduring challenges of civilization and of humankind.

Wendell Berry, an author I’m particularly fond of, has called this challenge the “forever unfinished life work of our species.”  I have to tell you that hardly anybody believes that, particularly in Washington, D.C.  In fact, within the circles I traveled, making the argument that working with and caring for the land should be considered equivalent to fixing Social Security is an occasion for blank stares among polite company and derision among less polite company.  And in Washington today, if you’re not among the top three or five priorities, you really might as well not be there.  If you’re not among the top three or five priorities, it’s a major victory just to stay level in terms of attention and funding.  Unfortunately, the mission to which Food, Land & People is dedicated is not even in the top ten.  That is the real problem that will keep us from feeding ourselves and protecting the environment.  The effects of that problem are apparent to us all across the landscape today.

I have to say that the onus, I think, of putting this issue of feeding ourselves and protecting the environment in the top ranks of national policy issues resides primarily with the agricultural community.  I think absent real leadership from the House Ag Committee, the Senate Ag Committee, the Secretary of Agriculture, and others who are recognized leaders in the agricultural community, this issue will not receive the attention and funding it deserves.

I must say in all frankness, that the agricultural community has not stepped up to the plate.  When it comes to setting priorities in Washington, D.C., among multiple direct subsidies to farmers, trade subsidies, and other policy and budget items, agricultural leaders, at least as reflected by members of Congress and the Administration, simply have not put the issues important to this group into the top rank of priorities.

We can complain about the general public’s lack of understanding about agriculture.  We can complain about the environmental community’s misapprehensions and misunderstanding of agriculture.  But in the world of Washington politics and policy, those folks have other places to go and other priorities to deal with.  They have environmental committees.  They have the EPA.  They have the Interior Department.  It’s often not worth their time, frankly, to go to work on agricultural appropriations and agricultural policy.  If feeding ourselves and protecting the environment is to be achieved through agricultural policy, it will have to happen not only with the acquiescence of agricultural leadership but with the full support and advocacy by agricultural organizations to put this item on the agenda.  As of today, I just don’t see it happening.  As a result, most of the important decisions are being made outside the purview of agriculture committees and the USDA.

The second thing that has to happen is that we have to do a lot more of what we already know works.  John is a great example.  For the most part, we know how to feed ourselves and protect the environment.  But the fact of the matter is the appropriate practices are done on perhaps 10 percent of the landscape across the country.  We have estimates that if, for example, the kind of buffers that John is establishing on his farm were applied to 2 million miles of streams, we would probably reduce nonplant source pollution to streams and waterways by some 80 percent.  We could, in some cases, take agriculture out of the equation as a source of polluted runoff.

Progress on USDA’s buffer initiative is good, but we clearly are not going to come close to the 2 million mile goal by 2002.  There are two reasons why we aren’t going to get there.  One, there are not enough people like John.  Two, we don’t have the technical people to provide service out there that John needs to get these practices on the landscape.

In fact, what I think we really need to be thinking about is a land healthcare infrastructure as a parallel to the human healthcare infrastructure that we hear so much about.  If you think about it, the parallels between the human healthcare infrastructure and the land healthcare infrastructure are very compelling.  What we need is basic research – our national institute of land healthcare.  We need technology development and technology transfer.  We need the medicines and we need the prescriptions and we need the treatment systems for land health.  And most importantly, we need the doctors and the nurses and the paramedics of land healthcare out there on the landscape.

I think the reason why these practices are only on 10 percent of the landscape is that the land healthcare infrastructure is eroding across the country as I speak.  As a result, people like John, who actually want to do the right thing, can’t get the support that they need to do the right thing without making sacrifices that we would not ask any other sector of the economy to make in order to provide public goods that John is providing on his farm while at the same time he produces the food and fiber that we are willing to pay for.

The third step in terms of collective wisdom and political will is to stop looking too much to the federal government.  That may seem strange from someone who spent the last 10 years thinking the federal level is the place to be.  But think about how diverse agriculture is, then layer on top of that the diversity of landscapes on which agriculture takes place and then layer on top of that the diversity of goals and objectives of both landowners and the community.  What you come up with is an extremely diverse quilt.  It’s clear to me that the only way this work can be done is community by community, local area by local area.  I think we have to significantly rethink what the appropriate federal role in this endeavor is.  I have my ideas.  I’m sure you have your ideas.  But it’s clear to me that the other piece of political will is that we’re going to have to empower, in ways we have never done before, local communities and local people to come up with their own solutions and to ensure they have the capacity – technical and financial – to implement those solutions in very effective ways.

The fourth step in terms of political imperative is to orchestrate a marriage, or if not a marriage, maybe at least encourage a little more dating between the environmental community and the agricultural community.  That’s not going to be easy, especially in the Washington, D.C., scene.  It may be easier at the state level, although I’m not convinced.  It will be hard because both communities are going to have to take a step back from their more cherished rhetoric in order to facilitate the first or second or third date.

On the environmental community side, I think somehow we are going to have to learn to trust private land owners and to trust incentive-based and market-based approaches to environmental improvement.  For many reasons, some of them good, many environmentalists think that the only thing that can in fact be trusted is a regulatory approach to the issues we are concerned about.

Secondly, feeding ourselves and protecting the environment will require more, not less, human management of the landscape.  This poses a real issue, I think, and is a philosophical dilemma for many among the environmental community.  Intensive human management of the land and the landscape is, I think, the solution, not the problem.  For most of us, the plans with the highest environmental quality, the most beautiful plans, the plans most in harmony with nature, are plans without people.  Feeding ourselves and protecting the environment means we will have to learn to find beauty and harmony in agricultural landscapes where human use and management predominate.  We will also need to accept more conscious human management even of those landscapes we set aside as wilderness.  That’s a major philosophical hurdle for many of the environmental community to get over, but we need to.

On the agricultural side there’s even more important philosophical hurdles, I think, to get over.  Probably the most important one is regarding our rhetoric about property rights.  The agricultural community is going to have to be willing to recognize, in a meaningful way, that land ownership brings fundamental responsibilities with it as well as fundamental rights.  Even harder, agriculture will have to accept that the public does in fact have a legitimate and important interest in how private land is managed.  Now, that’s a hard pill for a lot of us in the agricultural community to swallow, but it’s a first step towards building a real and lasting bridge between the environmental community and the agricultural community.

And the second pill I think agriculture needs to swallow is to be willing to be less defensive.  We have got to be willing to admit that we’re part of the problem.  We’ve got to be willing to admit that we are in fact polluters.  There’s nothing wrong with being a polluter, frankly, as long as you’re taking the steps necessary to fix the problem.  Fifty percent of the landscape in the continental United States is agricultural land – cropland, pasture, rangeland.  If you include forest land as agricultural land, it’s 80 percent of the landscape.  Fully 88 percent of the precipitation that falls on this continental United States every year in terms of rain and snow, 88 percent of that water falls on privately owned land before it reaches streams and rivers and groundwater.

It’s not a question of whether agriculture has an effect on the environment.  The reality is, for most of the United States, agriculture is the environment.  Given that fact, there’s nothing we have to be defensive about as an agricultural community, in admitting our role in some of the environmental problems that we face as a human community.  But if we stay in a defensive posture in these debates, the leadership and the solutions to these problems are going to be devised elsewhere.  In fact, that’s what’s happening now.  The solutions to clean water are being devised in Carol Browner’s office (Environmental Protection Agency Administrator).  The solutions to endangered species are being devised in Bruce Babbit’s office (Secretary, Department of the Interior).  The solution to global climate change is being developed in Stu Eisenstadt’s office (Department of State).  All of these matters ought to be first on Secretary Glickman’s (Department of Agriculture) agenda, but they’re not.  It’s only by being willing to be less defensive and more proactive that we’re going to get those issues into Secretary Glickman’s office.

Finally, I think the last step toward collective wisdom and political will is for those of us dedicated to this issue to dream a bit.  We think too small and we’re too willing to accept the limits that the federal budget process and the federal policy process impose upon us.  We have to get out of that mode of thinking.

I don’t think it’s outside the realm of possibility to think about the World Food Prize going to a conservationist in recognition of that person’s work at the interface between the environment and feeding the world.  I don’t think it’s beyond the pale to imagine an agricultural policy that really creates a land healthcare infrastructure.  I don’t think it’s impossible to craft an agricultural policy in the 2002 Farm Bill that confirms environmental stewardship as the ultimate value added product of agriculture and finds a way to pay farmers and ranchers for their services as the most preeminent natural resource managers in this country.  I don’t think it’s a stretch to conceive of conservation and environmental stewardship as the centerpiece of the next Farm Bill.  I don’t think it’s such a stretch to think about a farmer being asked to serve on the board of a major national environmental organization.  But it’s hard to dream in this current environment when everyone is telling you every day that your dreams are unrealistic.

But you know, some years ago the land grant system of universities was a dream.  Some years ago conservation districts and the conservation movement was a dream, and not so long ago Food, Land & People was a dream.  And everybody in this room, I think, is evidence that dreams can in fact come true if we’re courageous enough to dream and courageous enough to talk to other people about our dreams.

So that’s where I think things stand.  I think it’s not a question of whether we’re able to feed ourselves and protect the environment.  I think it’s a question of whether we as a global community are willing to do what needs to be done to make it happen.  Thanks very much.

Dr. Calpouzos:  Well, I hope you’ve been as excited to hear these ideas from both John and Craig as I have.  I think they are a tremendous panel, and also we have a great audience here, and let’s interact.   You must have some questions in your minds, I’m sure.  So please, any questions?

Question from the Audience:  To both of the panelists, you’ve both spoken eloquently about agriculture and the environment.  FLP is about education, and the question that I just have is, how do we create that marriage that Craig so eloquently talked about, that agriculture and environment are really one and the same and that the future of mankind and humankind is dependent upon how we consummate that marriage?  Where do we begin the creative activities that lead to this marriage?  Is it in the political arena or is it really in the educational arena?

Dr. Calpouzos:  Who would like to answer?

Mr. Cox:  Well, the unfortunate answer is it’s all of the above.  This is an issue I face now as the executive director of a conservation organization – to think through what is my organization’s particular niche and contribution that could be made to this particular endeavor.  I think that’s what everybody needs to do.  We need somebody working on all pieces of this puzzle, and Food, Land & People, I think, has carved out a particular niche that they ought to do extremely well.  I think the challenge is to understand what other folks are doing and try to find ways to work in a more cooperative and coordinated fashion.

And I think, frankly, the other thing we need a lot of is patience.  We’re not going to turn this situation around in three or four years.  I think it’s likely to take a generation to achieve our dream, our collective dream, and I think we need to be willing to stay in the fight for a generation, and we need to be willing to undertake activities and be happy with small victories for a while until the time is right at both the national and the global scale for bigger victories.  And that’s not an easy task to set oneself, because, you know, you’d really like to hit that home run the first time you’re at the plate, but I think what we really need over the next few years is a whole lot of line drive singles and to get a lot of people on base and eventually across home plate.  

So I think we all need to define our niches and stick with it and be patient and stay the course.

Dr. Anderson:  I fully agree with Craig.  We need every avenue, if possible.  Just a small example of why I agreed to join Audubon.  I’m looking at Audubon of California with 60,000 chapter members of which most view agriculture as an enemy.  They could be working with local Resource Conservation Districts which are nationwide. That type of a marriage, I think, is real.  It is going to take some work.  There is a lot of distrust between both groups.  The fact that Audubon is involved in our watershed project has created a lot of pickup truck gossip I’m hearing by some of the hard-core red necks, “What do we want Audubon here for?”  So it’s going to take a while for Audubon to demonstrate to the agricultural community that it’s a marriage, that there could be a lot of mutual help.  And what Craig said about the local effort, I think that local efforts are going to be very, very important to make this happen.  I hope that we can get back a lot of the community support that we had lost.

Dr. Calpouzos:  Thank you both for your remarks.  Another question?

Question from the Audience:  I believe that there is one issue that is very relevant to the sustainability of agriculture, specifically in the western United States in the 21st century, and it’s currently driving the environmental group and the agricultural group apart significantly, that issue being water supply.  And how do you think that can be handled in an effective and fair manner so that both sides can be happy with the results?

Dr. Anderson:  That’s a tough one.  This whole process that’s happening in California now, a lot of the monies are going into environmental restoration.  A lot of agricultural people say,  “We don’t need any more money going into environmental restoration.  We need it to go into providing more water.”  We do need both, and I don’t have an answer.  In the next couple of years we’re going to be dealing with that on a very large scale.

Mr. Cox:  I actually dealt with this somewhat when I was deputy undersecretary in USDA, but I don’t know much about it, which is not uncommon.  There are some opportunities, I think, to dramatically increase the efficiency of water use in agriculture.  There are some very well understood technologies that can result in substantial conservation of water within the agricultural community and reduce the demand the agricultural community places on water supplies.  And you probably know those better than I do.

There have been some experiments in some locations, of which you’re probably aware, for creating a market for water so that there is a real economic reward for water conservation.  Water, in fact, becomes a product that is sold by the producer just like tomatoes or whatever.  Those sorts of arrangements have been successful in mediating some of the competition for water resources between agriculture and other users.
On the other side, there is tremendous opportunity for water conservation in the urban community.  There are all kinds of technical solutions – too many to detail here.  So I think there are ways out.  I do understand that, despite my earlier remarks, there are going to be conflicts over scarce resources in which there are no magical technology solutions.  In those situations we have to quit looking for solutions that make both sides happy because there are no such solutions.

In those cases we have to be dedicated to finding solutions that are just and fair and whatever sacrifice is required is shared in a way that is just.  So when you can’t make everyone happy, I think the best thing to do is to make sure your result is just and fair.  I think that’s the best way to get a solution.

Dr. Calpouzos:  I’d like this discussion to go for another hour, but my watch says 3:05, and our program is supposed to end at 3 p.m.  I guess I’ve got to say we’re going to end.  I feel very indebted to our two speakers and also to our excellent audience.  Let’s give our speakers a sincere round of applause.

[END]
