
California almond acreage shrinks for first time 
in 25 years 
Thepacker.com, 12/14/22 

California’s tight water restrictions and low precipitation continues to challenge even the 
most creative farmers and ranchers. A recent report by Land IQ, commissioned by the 
Almond Board of California, confirms that even the resourceful almond industry has felt 
the sting of drought conditions. 

For the first time in a quarter of a century, California’s almond acreage has decreased 
instead of grown, according to Land IQ, an agricultural and environmental research and 
consulting firm. In an August crop report, total almond tree acreage was estimated at 1.64 
million acres, down from 1.66 million acres in August 2021, according to a news release. 

Land IQ also found that an estimated 30,000 acres were identified as stressed or 
abandoned. These acres were included in the total acreage because, according to Land 
IQ, they may still recover. 

“Land IQ’s report may indicate a possible trend towards lower California almond acreage 
in the year ahead,” Richard Waycott, ABC president and CEO, said in a news release. 
“This acreage estimate was based on data collected through Aug. 31, so it does not reflect 
any additional removals that may have occurred as the harvest and post-harvest seasons 
progressed this fall. Those data will be incorporated in the next acreage estimate to be 
published in April 2023.” 

Almond crop production typically begins in August, with final shipments at the end of July 
the following year. 

Echoing Land IQ’s findings, the USDA California almond forecast predicts 2022 
production will come it at 2.80 billion pounds, 4% lower than 2.92 billion pounds in 2021. 

Citing a dry winter and warmer temperatures in early 2022, the USDA forecast outlines 
how these factors contributed to “a shorter bloom period than in recent years” that was 
further affected by a late February freeze, causing frost damage in many orchards. While 
late-blooming almond varieties reported to have fared better than early blooming 
varieties, according to the USDA, “the 2022 crop is not expected to be as large as the 
past two years.” 
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District Eyes Capital Improvements That Benefit 
Local Farms and Enhance Service 
Acwa.com, 12/15/22 

After a comprehensive process that involved local growers, the South San Joaquin 
Irrigation District (SSJID) Board of Directors approved the District’s Water Master Plan 
(WMP) at its Dec. 13, 2022, meeting. 

The WMP, totaling $191 million, sets the stage for system enhancements to ensure 
irrigation service reliability over the next 30 years by addressing aging infrastructure, 
implementing key modernization projects, and outlining financial strategies to pay for 
necessary upgrades. The plan and Capital Infrastructure Program identifies maintenance, 
rehabilitation and service improvement projects and priorities, including: 

• Improved level of service to meet evolving on-farm irrigation needs (flood conversion
to sprinkler and drip/micro methods)

• Regulation and recirculation reservoirs to reduce operational spills and equalize
service

• Automated flow control devices
• Canyon Tunnel and other upstream water supply improvements
• Variable rates of pipeline and canal replacement and/or rehabilitation
• Trenchless pipeline rehabilitation program

“This is an unprecedented and exciting time for the District,” said Board of Directors Vice 
President Mike Weststeyn. “This plan will clearly guide our capital project and financial 
plans for the future and also assures that the identified projects provide the greatest 
benefit for customers.” 

Planning for the document began in 2018 and included engagement with the SSJID 
Board, local municipalities, grower organizations and a 30-member Grower Advisory 
Committee (GAC). The committee, made up of a representative group of irrigation 
customers, was established by SSJID to gain stakeholder input and guidance throughout 
the plan’s development. Draft plan recommendations were unveiled at a GAC meeting on 
Oct. 5, 2022. 

“Involving our growers and partners was a critical part of the process,” said General 
Manager Peter Rietkerk. “Their feedback matters; they are the ones who will benefit from 
the improvements, which will have a positive impact on the area’s farming community and 
the regional economy.” 

The WMP will be reviewed every five years to evaluate how strategies are being 
implemented and to update the plan for the next 30 years. 

“SSJID owns and operates more than 362 miles of distribution canals and pipelines, most 
of which were installed in the 1950s and 1960s,” said Engineering Department Manager 
Forrest Killingsworth. “By making the upgrades outlined in the plan and continuously 
evaluating needs, we can improve service and ensure a dependable system for decades 
to come.” 
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Longtime Westlands GM Birmingham's last 
meeting 
Sjvwater.org, 12/20/22 

Westlands Water District named its chief operating officer, Jose Gutierrez to oversee the 
sprawling district in western Fresno County until it hires a new general manager. 

Gutierrez will serve as interim general manager until May. The added duties will come 
with an additional $50,000 to Gutierrez’ $240,000 annual salary, the board announced at 
its Dec. 20 meeting. 

The meeting was also the final one for longtime, controversial General Manager Tom 
Birmingham who took the opportunity to praise district staff and the many board members 
he has worked with since starting out with the district in 1986. 

He noted that his first case with Westlands was to defend the district against a lawsuit 
over drainage issues brought by neighboring irrigators, the San Joaquin River Exchange 
Contractors. 

Clay layers in some parts of Westlands trap water that can become toxic with salts and 
kill plants. Draining and disposing of that water created environmental issues in other 
areas, prompting legal actions. 

“I had hoped that before I rode off into the sunset that issue would be resolved,” he said 
of drainage problems that continue to plague the district. 

Birmingham became well-known for his staunch, some called it caustic, defense of 
Westlands. That defense often included a strong offense where the district sued the 
federal government and even environmental groups. 
The board on Tuesday presented Birmingham with a plaque that included a very long list 
of accomplishments and applauded him with a standing ovation. 

Birmingham announced his resignation from the board in November after an election 
brought in a group of so-called “change” candidates whose first order of business was to 
replace him. 

Growers had become increasingly frustrated by what they saw as Birmingham’s focus on 
litigation and lobbying for new legislation at the expense of creating collaborative 
programs closer to home with other water districts, surrounding communities and 
advocacy groups. 

They were also concerned by what they saw as the district’s lackadaisical attitude toward 
the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act, particularly in terms of creating more 
water recharge. 
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Issues came to a boiling point at Westlands’s December 2021 meeting when board 
members agreed to extend Birmingham’s contract another three years, to Nov. 2024, a 
full year before the current contract was set to expire. 
 
A number of Westlands growers spoke out angrily at the meeting. In the end, the 
extension passed on an 8 to 1 vote. (Contract discussions begin at hour 1:23) 
 
Per that contract amendment, Birmingham will be eligible for a severance equal to his 
monthly salary multiplied by the number of months left in his term. 
 
Birmingham’s salary was $420,000 a year, or $35,000 a month. With 23 months left in his 
term, that means he may take home a severance amount of $805,000. 
 
Recruitment for a new general manager will begin as soon as possible, according to 
Westlands’ staff. 
 
In other business, the board voted to change its meeting times from 1 p.m. to 9 a.m. on 
the third Tuesday of each month. 
 
The next regular board meeting will be Jan. 17 at 9 a.m. 
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