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Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Improvement

USDA Rural Development makes guaranteed loan funds for investments in renewable energy systems and energy efficiency improvements by agriculture producers and rural small businesses. Section 9006 of the 2002 Farm Bill established the Renewable Energy Systems and Energy Efficiency Improvements loan and grant program to encourage agricultural producers and small rural businesses to create renewable and energy efficient systems. 
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Program funds support a wide range of technologies encompassing biomass (including anaerobic digesters), geothermal, hydrogen, solar, and wind energy, as well as energy efficiency improvements. To date, the Bush Administration has invested through this program nearly $45 million in 32 states. 

More than $400,000 in funds have been allocated in California in recent years, mostly to dairy farmers to design and install anaerobic digesters to utilize manure to increase farm revenue by optimizing the recovery and use of energy.  
Several dairy farms in Sacramento and San Joaquin counties have received USDA grants to install digesters, including Tollenaar Dairy, Cal-Denier Dairy, Van Warmerdam Dairy and Castelanelli Bros. Dairy.
The digester at Castelanelli Bros. Dairy in Lodi began operation in 2004 when Larry Castelanelli threw the switch on his methane gas-powered electrical generator. The technology that converts methane gas into energy also has many other positive environmental benefits. The process captures methane and other greenhouse gases before they escape to the atmosphere and it eliminates almost all organic pollutants from the wastewater the family dairy farm generates. Heat from the generator warms thousands of gallons of water that is used to the heat the manure lagoon. The wastewater left over after the methane is extracted is deodorized and is used to fertilize fields.

At the heart of the system is a covered lagoon digester. Flushed manure from the dairy is pumped to the lagoon, where natural microbial action converts the nutrients in the manure into methane. A custom-engineered high-density polyethylene cover over the lagoon captures this biogas and channels it into a pipeline, where it is first cleaned and treated, then used to fuel a 160-kilowatt generator operating around the clock. The electricity generated provides a substantial portion of the dairy’s electrical needs.

 
Renewable energy loans and grants from USDA Rural Development cover 25 percent of project costs for applicants who provide matching funds for the system.  Eligible renewable energy systems include those that derive any form of energy from wind, solar, biomass, and geothermal sources.  Small businesses can also receive funding for system improvements that result in greater efficiency in their energy use.  

The Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency program was expanded in 2005 to include loans, in addition to the grants.  Throughout its three years, the 9006 program has provided $22 million in funding each year to improve energy use and efficiency throughout rural California.  Funding is available to all rural areas under a population of 50,000.     
Contact: Michael Marsh, CEO, Western United Dairymen, Modesto, (209) 527-6453

Larry Castelanelli, dairy producer, Castelanelli Bros. Dairy, Lodi, (209) 747-7727
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Supporting Rural Business
Rural Business Enterprise Grants are awarded to promote the development of small and emerging private businesses in rural areas of California. The grants are made to public bodies and non-profit corporations to provide technical assistance, establish revolving loan programs or construct infrastructure improvements. 
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Building a Firewall Against Poultry Diseases

One important use of these rural business grants is stronger protections for the state’s small poultry producers and processors. The outbreak of exotic Newcastle disease in September, 2002 sent alarm through the state’s $2.5 billion industry, and resulted in the destruction of 3 million birds and 21 commercial poultry flocks in Southern California. While the outbreak was eradicated after a none-month $160 million campaign, officials believe the threat remain high that an outbreak of exotic Newcastle disease or avian influenza (AI) could again occur in California. 

Avian influenza has exploded in many Asian countries and in Russia. U.S. poultry officials are concerned that highly pathogenic AI virus strains could be transported to the U.S., perhaps through migratory birds. The potential threat would be to U.S. citizens and to the domestic poultry industry in terms of destruction of birds, and the loss of critical export markets and thousands of jobs.

The California Poultry Federation has received $125,000 in USDA rural business grants to conduct a biosecurity education and outreach program to hundreds of producers and processors in Northern and Central California. An initial $75,000 grant launched the program in 2003, and an additional $50,000 was awarded in August, 2005 to fund seminars, on-farm demonstrations, site visits to facilities and additional signage for ethnic producers and processors. The federation considers the program to be vital because many small squab, chicken and turkey producers lack the resources necessary to establish and operate effective biosecurity programs. The federation has conducted seminars for producers and developed informational resources to assist the industry to prepare to deal with future avian disease challenges.  One important element of the biosecurity program is the development and placement of warning signs to deter trespassers. No-trespass legislation, authored by Sen. Charles Poochigian makes trespassing on lands where animals are raised for human consumption a misdemeanor, punishable by six months in jail and/or a $1,000 fine.
Contact: Bill Mattos, president, California Poultry Federation, (209) 576-6355
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Soybeans – A New California Cover Crop?

A USDA Rural Business Enterprise Grant of $68,500 has been approved for the California Grain Foundation, based in Woodland, to develop a cover crop seed industry in Colusa, Solano, Sutter, Yolo and Yuba counties.  Funds will support a study to provide technical assistance to quantify the reduction of soil particulate erosion caused by wind in a field planted with a cover crop compared to a fallow field. 
According to the foundation, the state’s cover crop industry is slowly expanding in California. Current initiatives to plant cover crops and to develop a cover crop industry are for improvements to water quality runoff. There are no current incentives to plant cover crops for the reduction of airborne particulate matter (PM-10). The Sacramento Air Basin exceeded state PM-10 standards 18 days in 2004. The top three days of airborne PM-10 levels measured were in the months of September and October, a period when more than 100,000 acres of wheat fields in the study area are fallow. In the fall, high winds can blow across the Sacramento Valley, contributing to particulate emissions.

The California Grain Foundation’s study aims to determine the amount of reduction in soil particulate erosion from a field planted to a soybean cover crop immediately following wheat harvest. The study was intended to begin after the 2005 wheat harvest in the Sacramento Valley, but because adverse spring weather delayed planting of the crop, this year’s harvest was the latest in about 30 years. The cover crop study and field trial are expected to start in 2006.  If cover crops are expanded to the 100,000 acres of wheat in the study area, the foundation projects an increase in seed production of more than 3 million pounds of cover crop seed.
Contact: Bonnie Fernandez, executive director, California Grain Foundation, (530) 661-1292 
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Putting a Bite on Rural Crime

Rural crime--- theft, illegal dumping, drug manufacturing and other illegal activity--remains a pressing concern for many California farmers and ranchers. Crime-related losses on farms in the nine California counties that are part of the Agricultural Crime Technology Information and Operations Network totaled $10.7 million in 2004. This includes everything from tractors to all-terrain vehicles to agricultural chemicals to tools. 
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Miscellaneous items accounted for the highest number of agricultural thefts at $4.3 million. These items include tools, compressors, wind machines and pumps. Scrap metal is also included in this category which is a favorite among thieves. Criminals routinely steal irrigation pipes which are cut down and sold for scrap metal.  In addition, the production and distribution of methamphetamines throughout California, has caused considerable problems for farmers and ranchers. Illegal labs that produce methamphetamine tend to be located in remote farming areas, and the cost of cleaning up Meth labs is staggering and usually falls on the shoulders of innocent property owners. 
USDA Rural Development partners with local law enforcement agencies to help make rural areas safe from rural crime. Assistance can take the form of new police and sheriff cars, and surveillance and communication equipment.  As part of President George W. Bush’s First Responder Initiative, USDA Rural Development in California has provided nearly $1 million to assist with rural crime prevention and other first-responder needs in the Central Valley.  Rural Development’s scope of funding includes rural crime prevention as part of the effort to improve safety, quality of life and economic potential in rural communities.  
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Central Valley rural crime prevention and First Responder projects funded by USDA have provided critical equipment that is frequently multi-use and shared by local and county law enforcement officers, communications and emergency response staff as well as fire district personnel. Recent USDA rural crime prevention funding has gone to: Parlier (two police cars, emergency equipment); Firebaugh (two police cars, emergency communications system, thermal imaging equipment); Keyes Fire District (breathing rescue equipment); Mendota, Firebaugh and Del Rey (radio headsets) Tulare County, (emergency safety equipment); and Kern County, (surveillance equipment, backup tactical radios). 
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Playing a Positive Role in Farmworker/Rural Housing

Valuable and vital partners with California farmers are farmworkers, who help plant, cultivate, irrigate, harvest, pack and process dozens of labor-intensive crops and other commodities in the state. A critical need of farmworkers is affordable, modern housing.

[image: image11.jpg]


Rural Development is the only national source of construction funds dedicated for farm labor housing. USDA Rural Development leads the nation in providing more than $20 million in loans and grants, about 35 percent of the total allocated nationwide, for the construction and rehabilitation of farmworker housing. 
The Arvin Farm Labor Center is an 88-unit rental housing development for seasonal agricultural workers.  The complex for migrant workers features 58 newly constructed housing units and 30 rehabilitated units.  USDA Rural Development provided $2.5 million in loan and grant funds for this project.  The site includes a childcare center, an office/shop, two laundry rooms as well as housing for the housing manager and assistant housing manager.

In addition to its program and outreach to construct new and improve existing farmworker housing, USDA Rural Development has an active single-family housing program, which invested $169 million in 2004 to help 1,400 low-income families. One element of the program is the USDA Rural Development Self-Help Housing Program, which is used by individuals and families to finance and build their own homes. 
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One of the best examples of the Self-Help Housing Program is the Paseo de las Palmas development in the Coachella Valley, a partnership between Coachella Valley Housing Coalition and USDA Rural Development. The $17.2 million development will provide homes for 126 families, many who have lived in rented agricultural labor housing. Usually eight to 10 families work together to construct their homes under the guidance of a construction expert. Each participating family contributes at least 40 hours of labor weekly over 10 to 12 months until all houses in their group are completed. The families do about two-thirds of the labor: air conditioning, plumbing and stucco are among the tasks left to licensed specialists.   

In 2004, USDA Rural Development invested more than $47 million in loans for self-help housing and nearly $7 million in self-help technical assistance.
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Supporting the future of California agriculture
While California is the nation’s top farm state and it has a long list of impressive statistics, one that is troubling is the fact that the average age of the California farmer is nearly 60 years and getting older, according to census data. There is a strong need to encourage young people to remain in the business and to encourage others to seek careers in production California agriculture and in the many careers related to food production. 
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USDA Rural Development is an active supporter of the Future Farmers of America.  Strong and vibrant rural communities depend on small businesses, which support important jobs and many other economic benefits to rural towns and cities.  
USDA Rural Development has made $100,000 available to FFA students for USDA scholarships, including $75,000 to support the Agri-Entrepreneurship Award program.  This program’s preliminary goal is to increase the number of business start-ups by teaching young people how to identify market opportunities and create jobs.  As part of this program, students are challenged to develop an agricultural-related business plan.    

USDA Rural Development is also helping to fund the development of a new FFA Center in Galt that will serve as the headquarters of the state’s FFA programs and activities.

The FFA is an organization dedicated to providing children and young adults opportunities for leadership and personal and career success through agricultural education.  Founded in 1928, FFA now has over 7,000 chapters and over 476,000 members participating through their local school chapters.  Involvement at the state and national levels allows FFA students to develop their career skills beyond what they learn in the classroom, in the areas of problem solving, public speaking, civic responsibility, financial management, and community service.  
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Promoting Better Rural Health
USDA Rural Development is not just in the businesses of helping rural businesses and the health of rural economies; it is also promoting better health of rural citizens.  According to California Healthcare Association's Rural Healthcare Center, there were 71 rural hospitals operating in the state in the early 1990s, but each decade, 9 or 10 rural hospitals close their doors. These hospitals serve a population of 2.6 million people in a geographic area that covers nearly 75 percent of California.  They are the chief source of healthcare for employees of the state's multi-billion-dollar agriculture, forestry, fishing and mining industries, as well as for the tourists who annually spend more than $1.5 billion in rural counties. 

[image: image14.jpg]


USDA Rural Development has played a role to support rural healthcare with outreach to hospitals and medical clinics. In the past few years, Rural Development has funded two health clinics in the San Joaquin Valley.  A loan for $2.3 million to United Health Center helped provide a new health facility in Kerman. The new center includes 15 examination rooms and six dental operatories and will include a pharmacy.  Patients living in Kerman will no longer have to go to Mendota or Fresno to receive these services.  
Another facility in Orange Cove has also received funds from USDA Rural Development to provide improved healthcare to rural residents in this community southeast of Fresno.






