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CASTROVILLE -- In the fertile fields of the Salinas Valley, there are hints of victory in a decades-long fight
against the mighty Pacific Ocean.

The region's famed artichokes have turned from sickly yellow to a lustrous green. Lettuce is no longer stunted;
its leaves aren't burned. Fields of thriving strawberries stretch to the horizon.

The region has almost halted a ruthless 70-year advance of seawater into its water table. Reservoirs,
conservation and recycling now sustain $3.8 billion worth of agriculture in the long swath of rich farmland
immortalized in John Steinbeck's "East of Eden."

Recent surveys show a dramatic slowing of seawater intrusion, proof that reforms are saving this precious
valley

"We're not there yet, but we're getting closer to being a basin in balance," said Dale Huss, general manager of
Sea Mist Farms in Castroville, as he looked over 60 acres of lettuce fluttering in the cool ocean breeze.

The valley was formed long ago as the Salinas River meandered to the sea, depositing rich sediments along its
route. This fertile soil, bathed in a cool, misty oceanfront climate, creates ideal conditions for year-round
cultivation of 50 high-value crops.

Farmed since the 1870s, the region depends on agriculture, which supports growers, packers, shippers and a
web of dependent businesses. An acre of artichokes, lettuce or strawberries can generate from $10,000 to more
than $65,000 in revenue a year.

But the area's bright promise began to cloud over in 1944, four years before a young Marilyn Monroe was
named Artichoke Queen here in the "Artichoke Capital of the World," home to three-quarters of the nation's
supply.

Farmers pumped so much water from wells that the water table fell, permitting seawater to seep in.

Huss remembers the moment in 1997 when, working in the fields with yellowing artichokes, the immensity of
the problem struck him.

"I was out replacing a sprinkler and took a shot right in the face. I could taste the salt," he said.

Saltwater contaminates the region's shallow, 180-foot-deep water table and parts of a deeper aquifer beneath the
croplands in the northern valley mouth.

And brackish water has crept more than 12 miles inland, nearly to Salinas.

For decades, political squabbling, legal battles and public debate about dealing with the problem -- and who
should pay the bill -- delayed action.

"Water solutions don't happen quickly," said Rob Johnson of the Monterey County Water Resources Agency.
"We had to spend a lot of time and effort and conduct studies."

Neighbors set aside their differences to save their precious resource -- creating a three-part solution based on



dams, conservation and recycling. Two reservoirs, Lakes Nacimiento and San Antonio, were built in 1960s in
the hills 75 miles south.

In 1998, a $75 million modernization of the Castroville water treatment plant so improved sewage treatment
that effluent could be used to water crops. Although more expensive -- about $230 an acre foot, compared with
$125 to $180 for well water -- it spares the aquifers that hold back the seawater.

In 2010, the $33 million Salinas Valley Water Project expanded water storage and widened the Lake
Nacimiento spillway to send more water into the

Finally, growers changed their irrigation practices, spending tens of millions of dollars on conservation and new
technologies such as soil moisture meters, flow meters and drip irrigation. Between 1993 and 2012, the
proportion of vegetable acreage in the valley watered through drip irrigation -- bubbling slowly from tubes to
water each individual plant -- grew from 3 to 60 percent.

Water use plummeted. At the peak year in 1997, growers took 552,000 acre feet of water from beneath the
ground; in 2011, they took 404,000. (One acre-foot is enough to supply two average families for a year.)

That has been accomplished despite expanded planting of thirsty crops, like strawberries, which take three times
more water than lettuce.

Similar strategies are underway in Watsonville's Pajaro Basin and in Orange County, also confronting seawater
threats, according to Matthew Keeling of the state's Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board. Other
coastal areas at risk include the Los Osos area near San Luis Obispo.

"We may be at the pivot point. We're cautiously optimistic. But it could take years to see what the response will
be in the aquifer itself," Keeling said.

Meanwhile, the Salinas Valley growers are organizing to block a Carmel-area water company's plan to tap the
Salinas aquifer for a desalination plant.

The ultimate goal -- reversing the intrusion -- remains out of reach, Johnson said. That would require new
projects and millions of dollars more.

But the progress is gratifying to farmers like Huss, who feared a future without lettuce, broccoli or strawberries
-- or anything at all.

"Plants have their pretty luster back," he said. "It is a welcome sight."


