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When it comes to the biggest environmental problems, like the ongoing pollution of the water we drink and 
irrigate our crops with, it’s always disheartening to hear scientists say that looming disaster is practically 
impossible to prevent. 

Makes it hard to work up the energy to conceive the cure if all hope is lost. 

So when a new study from the UC Davis Agriculture Sustainability Institute says that even if we stopped 
pumping dangerous synthetic nitrogen fertilizers into California’s farmland today, the pollution in our water 
table already is impossible to clean up, it’s easy to despair for the future of our state. 

But it’s good to remember that when you’re in a hole and want to get out, the first rule is to stop digging. 

Pollution from nitrogen fertilizers harms especially infants, who can get what’s called blue-baby syndrome from 
lack of oxygen if it seeps into groundwater, as it has in areas throughout the populated Central Valley. And it 
contributes to respiratory problems for all when it drifts into the air as a gas. 

The State Water Quality Control Board has been trying to come up with a cleanup solution for over a decade, 
without much luck. 

“We don’t have enough technology on the shelf to be able to address the issue now,” UC Davis’s Tom Tomich, 
who led the study, told The Sacramento Bee. “There’s a need for collaboration with farmers and ranchers to 
develop solutions to these challenges.” 

It’s good to hear the environmentalists want to work with the Californians who bring us – and much of the 
world – our food rather than merely issue regulatory bans. And in the end that should be easier because it is of 
course the very people who work those ranches and farms, not us, who are in the most danger from pollution. 

But when almost half of the almost a million tons of nitrogen fertilizers used in California agriculture leeches 
into our groundwater rather than being absorbed as nutrients by crops, it doesn’t take an advanced degree from 
UC Davis to see that there may be an over-application problem here. As many of us have learned in our own 
gardens, it’s not true that because a little fertilizer is good that a lot would be great – the reverse is often the 
case. 



The Bee reports that in response to the health issues affecting their workers, and themselves – there are some 
Central Valley towns in which nitrogen pollution already makes it too dangerous to drink from the taps, and 
everyone who can afford to drinks bottled water – some farmers are working to greatly reduce the amount of 
synthetic nitrogen they put into the ground. But farm organizations are also lobbying against proposed rules that 
would make it possible to say which large agribusiness concerns are allowing the most pollution to leach into 
the water table. 

Change all can work toward isn’t about finger-pointing. Danny Merkley, director of water resources at the 
California Farm Bureau, notes: “It’s an issue that is really by no means a product of any nefarious act. It’s 
literally people doing what they were told and thought was the best practice at the time.” Now farmers and the 
state need to work toward best practices for today.  


