
While a strong El Nino 
is reliably associated with 
warmer weather, the impact 
on precipitation is less clear 
— the event generally indi-
cates drier conditions in Ore-
gon, but that’s not inevitable, 
he said. 

“El Nino is never a guar-
antee of a certain set of out-
comes,” Di Liberto said. 
“Weather can be chaotic.”

Areas of low pressure tend 
to usher in storms toward the 
southern West Coast during El 
Nino winters, but it’s tough to 
say where this “anomaly” will 
be strongest, so the Northwest 
may also be affected, he said.

With higher temperatures, 
though, the precipitation isn’t 
as likely to come in the form 
of snow, he said.

Aside from El Nino, an-
other significant weather 
pattern to watch is the Arctic 
Oscillation, which determines 
whether storms around the 
North Pole will spread out and 
impact lower latitudes.

This trend may either en-
hance or conflict with the ef-
fects of El Nino, though it’s 
too early to tell at this point, 
Di Liberto said. “Those are 
the type of patterns we don’t 
have a ton of predictability 
with.”

Soil moisture is another 
consideration heading into 
winter, as the ground must be 
saturated before snowpacks 

become available in the form 
of runoff, said Scott Oviatt, 
Oregon snow survey super-
visor for the USDA’s Natural 
Resources Conservation Ser-
vice.

“We’re worried that we’re 
going into the water year with 
a deficit,” he said, noting that 
some regions in Oregon have 
experienced several years of 
insufficient moisture. “That 
has made the situation worse 
and it’s why we’ve been so 
susceptible to wildfire this 
year.”

Despite the “exhausted” 
soils, it wouldn’t be desir-
able for Oregon to see “high 
intensity” precipitation that 
would lead to flash flooding, 
he said.

That risk is particularly 
acute in areas that have suf-
fered from wildfires, since 
ash impedes the soil’s ability 
to take on water, Oviatt said.

It’s preferable for the state 
to encounter a progression of 
“low-intensity” storms that 
will replenish moisture with-
out overwhelming the soil, he 
said.

Low stream flows across 
Oregon in 2015 caused water 
regulators to shut off irriga-
tion for junior water rights 
holders weeks ahead of nor-
mal, said Diana Enright, 
spokesperson for the Oregon 
Water Resources Depart-
ment.

Water calls also went back 
further in time in terms of 

priority date — the John Day 
River, for example, was regu-
lated back to 1876, while Fif-
teenmile Creek in the Hood 
River area was regulated back 
to 1861, according to OWRD. 
In other words, irrigators with 
more recent priority dates had 
irrigation shut off.

It was also unusual that ir-
rigators in the Northwest cor-
ner of Oregon were subject 
to water calls, Enright said. 
In Polk County, for example, 
Rickreall Creek was regulated 
back to 1940 and the Luck-
iamute River was regulated to 
1964.

Longtime area residents 
said they hadn’t experienced 
such shortages before, En-
right said. “We don’t usually 
regulate in those areas.”

With the possibility that 
more precipitation will fall 
as rain rather than snow, the 
management of reservoirs 
may need to be reconsidered, 
said Snell of the Oregon Wa-
ter Resources Congress.

Water is traditionally re-
leased during winter to ensure 
adequate flood control, but if 
recent conditions are the “new 
normal,” those requirements 
must be balanced against 
the need for adequate water 
during summer, she said.

If there is an upside to the 
drought, it’s that more people 
are thinking about the need 
for water supply management 
and development, Snell said. 
“It’s an eye-opener for folks.”
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Tracy said in an interview 
that Rasmussen has agreed to 
accept the deal. Rasmussen’s 
attorney, Roger Sandberg of 
Pullman, declined to comment, 
saying he will wait for a judge 
to approve the settlement.

“I recognize that the shoot-
ing of a wolf generates strong 
emotions in some people, and 
depending on the person, those 
emotions run either in support 
of such an act or opposed to 
such an act,” Tracy said in a 
written statement.

Tracy said that he received 
emails from as far away as Aus-
tralia urging stiff prosecution. 
Tracy said charging Rasmussen 
with a felony wasn’t an option 
available to him. Also, Ras-
mussen couldn’t have merely 
called Washington Department 
of Fish and Wildlife officials 
to come and tranquilize the 
animal because the department 
doesn’t do that, Tracy said.

Other people, according to 
Tracy, argued that Whitman 
County is not a wilderness. 
It has long-settled towns and 
farms, where wolves are no 
more appropriate than in Bel-
levue, and that it has many chil-
dren who raise animals.

“They ask whether the kids 
should have to pick up a Win-
chester on the way to the barn 
every morning or evening to 
keep themselves and their an-
imals safe,” stated Tracy, who 
added that the question was 
“worth asking.”

Conservation Northwest 

Executive Director Mitch 
Friedman said he was disap-
pointed in Tracy’s handling of 
the case and for questioning 
whether wolves should be in 
Whitman County. He said there 
was nothing in reports about 
the incident to suggest the wolf 
was a danger to anyone.

“It Nthe penalty) is too low. 
It sends a signal, but I’m more 
upset about his statement that 
wolves can’t exist in Whitman 
County,” Friedman said. “He’s 
making a decision for us, and 
that’s not his job.”

Washington Cattlemen’s 
Association Executive Vice 
President Jack Field said the 
case illustrates that conflicts 
will arise as wolves return to the 
state.

“I support the process and 
the fact that the prosecutor made 
his best decision based on the 
facts that he had,” Field said.

In the interview, Tracy said 
the public interest and public 
passion in the case didn’t influ-
ence his decision, but it was one 
reason the case took 11 months 
to resolve.

“Their impact was to cause 
me to be very careful,” he said. 
“I thought about this case and 
how to resolve it for quite some 
time.”

Tracy said he concluded that 
giving Rasmussen the option of 
paying what Tracy estimated 
were the administrative costs 
for handing the case was jus-
tified for several reasons, and 
not a case of yielding to local 
sentiment.

“I don’t believe this deci-
sion is an outlier from the rest 
of the state,” he said.

Tracy noted that Rasmus-
sen had no previous hunting or 
wildlife violations, called 911 
to report the shooting and had 
forfeited his rifle to the WDFW.

Plus, Rasmussen was con-
fronted with a “new and sur-
prising situation” and that 
“wolves have not been seen 
here for a hundred years,” Tra-
cy said.

The prosecutor acknowl-
edged the unusual circumstanc-
es of the case, but noted that 
defendants accused of hunting 
misdemeanors who have no 
prior offenses are commonly 
offered such resolutions.

Also, Rasmussen could 
have been expected to argue the 
wolf was a public danger and 
also that denying his ability to 
protect his home was an uncon-
stitutional taking of property, 
Tracy said.

The defense’s arguments 
put in doubt whether the pros-
ecution could have won a con-
viction, Tracy said.

Case illustrates that conflicts will 
arise as wolves return to the state
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“It’s getting really difficult 
to find help anymore,” said 
Steinacher, whose 172½ acres 
of fig trees normally produce 
about 100,000 boxes of fresh 
figs each year for customers 
such as Whole Foods Market.

“This year I’ve started re-
thinking that maybe it’s time 
to start planning on doing 
something different,” he said. 
“I don’t want to. … But with 
this problem with labor, we 
may be looking at planting 
nuts,” which can be harvested 
using specialized machinery 
and only a small crew.

Decrease in workers

A worsening shortage of 
farmworkers in recent years 
has hurt growers’ ability in 
California and across the na-
tion to produce labor-inten-
sive fruits and vegetables. 
While some growers try cre-
ative ways to attract workers 
in the short term, in the long 
term the trend may force them 
to mechanize their operations 
or switch to crops that can be 
mechanically harvested.

Labor shortages cost U.S. 
agriculture $3.1 billion a year, 
according to a recent report 
by the Partnership for a New 
American Economy, a biparti-
san group of mayors and busi-
ness leaders. That missed pro-
duction leads to a $2.8 billion 
decrease in spending on non-
farm services such as trans-
portation, manufacturing and 
irrigation annually, according 
to the report.

Between 2002 and 2014, 
the number of full-time equiv-
alent field and crop workers 
nationwide has dropped by at 
least 146,000 people, or more 
than 20 percent, the report 
states. More than 58 percent 
of that loss has been in Cal-
ifornia, where the ag work 
force shrank by about 85,000 
people.

Though California’s four-
year drought has been a fac-
tor, most of the decline took 
place before the drought be-
gan, according to the report.

Reason for shortage

Several factors have 
caused the shortages, includ-
ing a tighter U.S. border and 
fewer Mexican workers try-
ing to find work in the U.S.

Last year alone, about 
229,000 Mexican citizens 
were apprehended by the 
U.S. Border Patrol, accord-
ing to the Pew Research 
Center. Foreign-born work-
ers must show proof that 
they are in the U.S. legally 
in order to be hired, immi-
gration officials say. Many 
workers skirt the law by pro-

viding falsified documents. 
If illegal workers are caught, 
their employers are held lia-
ble, officials say.

Employers must be cau-
tious about pushing workers 
for documents without tram-
pling on their rights, said 
Dale Moore, the American 
Farm Bureau Federation’s 
executive director of public 
policy.

“If they press too hard ... 
they run the risk of violat-
ing other laws,” Moore said. 
“It’s a real Catch-22 situa-
tion that farmers and ranch-
ers are facing.”

Besides avoiding the risk 
of being stopped at the U.S. 
border, more Mexicans are 
choosing to stay home rather 
than go north for agricultur-
al work. They say Mexico’s 
economy is improving and 
the risk of injury from drug 
cartels operating along the 
border make the risk higher 
than the reward of work in 
the U.S. 

“It’s getting worse year 
by year,” said Adin Hes-
ter, president of the Olive 
Growers Council of Califor-
nia, said of the shortage. “It 
connects itself to the prob-
lems with water. So much of 
this land is being just idled 
that all the Mexicans are 
going back to Mexico, and 
the economy has improved 
to the point now that some 
of them who go down there 
don’t come back.”

U.S.-born workers aren’t 
filling labor gaps on farms, 
either. From 2002 to 2014, 
the increase in U.S.-born 
workers offset less than 3 
percent of the overall de-
cline in agricultural work-
ers caused by foreign-born 

laborers, according to the 
Partnership’s report.

Farms also face increased 
competition from the con-
struction and hospitality 
industries for workers, said 
Laura Brown, director of 
government relations for 
California Citrus Mutual, a 
growers’ group.

For citrus growers, the 
labor crunch has been just 
as severe this year as it was 
in 2014, even though thou-
sands of acres of citrus crops 
were taken out of produc-
tion because of the drought, 
Brown said.

“We’re seeing fewer indi-
viduals coming to California 
looking for work, so there-
fore the labor force has been 
reduced from the get-go,” 
Brown said. “Then with the 
ongoing competition from 
construction and hospitality, 
agriculture is consistently 
paying above the minimum 
wage Nto bring in workers).

“I think what we see is 
that there was such a strong 
labor force from the Bracero 
program, and a lot of those 
employees have been able 
to make lives in California 
and their children have been 
able to go to schools here 
and get jobs outside of what 
their parents were doing,” 
she said. “That’s the Ameri-
can dream. We’re just seeing 
that we’re not getting a fresh 
flush of immigration right 
now, therefore our pool of 
labor is slowly diminishing.”

Under the Bracero pro-
gram, Mexican citizens were 
allowed to enter the U.S. 
from 1942 to 1964 to do 
farmwork.

Efforts to boost the legal 
labor force through compre-

hensive immigration reform 
have languished for years 
in Congress, even though a 
recent poll by the Pew Re-
search Center found that 72 
percent of Americans favor 
allowing illegal immigrants 
now living in the country to 
stay if they meet certain re-
quirements.

Attracting workers

To compete for the sea-
sonal laborers who are pre-
sumed to be here legally, 
many farms are not only 
raising wages but are also 
offering creative benefits.

For instance, some farms 
in the San Joaquin Valley 
offer scholarship programs 
for workers’ children, hire 
in-house cooks to prepare 
meals and employ nurs-
es or bring in mobile clin-
ics to take care of work-
ers’ health needs, Brown  
said.

In other cases, individual 
farmers have gotten togeth-
er to hire a pool of workers 
so they can be assured of 
steadier work, the Farm Bu-
reau’s Moore said.

“They’re constantly try-
ing to find ways to attract 
more workers,” Moore said. 
“I know a number of them 
who are working with job 
placement agencies and col-
leges and universities, trying 
to find folks who are willing 
to do that kind of work and 
do it when the work is need-
ed to be done.

“It’s like a full-time job 
getting the workers in when 
you need them,” he said.

At best, these efforts may 
only be temporary fixes. To-
day’s field and crop workers 
are rapidly aging, with 27.1 

percent being 45 or older in 
the 2008-2012 period, ac-
cording to the Partnership 
study. Only 11.5 percent of 
foreign farmworkers from 
2008 to 2012 were new im-
migrants, having arrived 
in the United States within 
the previous five years, the 
group found.

Some farmers who can’t 
find enough workers using 
incentives turn to the feder-
al H-2A visa program. It al-
lows foreign workers to en-
ter the U.S. temporarily and 
return to their home country 
after the work is over. While 
it helps fill the gap left by 
the labor shortage, support-
ers and critics both say it 
is costly, cumbersome and 
time-consuming.

Use of technology

A long-term labor solution 
for many farms is mechani-
zation, either with the crop 
they’re currently producing 
or with a different crop.

Growers of many com-
modities that have tradition-
ally been picked by hand 
are attempting to integrate 
technology, with mixed  
results.

• Apple growers have 
been adopting motorized 
picking platforms that allow 
fewer pickers to do more 
work in less time, and engi-
neers are working on fully 
mechanized apple-picking 
machines.

• Many blueberry grow-
ers and winegrape growers 
have switched to automated 
harvesters, allowing them 
to harvest their crops with 
a fraction of the number of 
workers they formerly re-
quired. 

• The raisin harvest, 
which has required as many 
as 60,000 workers during 
its six-week peak, is rap-
idly being mechanized, ac-
cording to a July newsletter 
by migration experts at the 
University of California- 
Davis.

In 2014, one-quarter of 
California’s 185,000 acres of 
raisin-type grapes were har-
vested by machine, accord-
ing to the UC-Davis report.

• The $2 billion straw-
berry industry, which nor-
mally employs 1.5 workers 
per acre, is slowly moving 
toward the $100,000 Agro-
bot for harvest, the UC 
experts report. The use of 
raised, hydroponic beds to 
grow berries could further 
speed mechanization, they  
predict.

The California Straw-
berry Commission is also 
exploring the potential for 
various engineering and 

technological solutions, 
including machinery to 
move empty and full box-
es for harvesters, planting 
machines and de-capping 
machines for processing 
berries, spokeswoman Car-
olyn O’Donnell said.

• Switching to mechani-
cal harvests often requires 
a farmer to replace old 
oil olive trees with new 
plantings in narrow can-
opy hedgerow systems, 
which may be too costly 
for growers that are now 
struggling to make ends 
meet, Hester said.

Switching crops

For some, the answer 
has been to switch crops 
entirely. This year’s 18,000 
bearing acres for table ol-
ives in California is down 
significantly from the peak 
of 38,000 acres about a de-
cade ago, according to the 
National Agricultural Sta-
tistics Service.

“If we don’t find a solu-
tion Nto the farmworker 
shortage) legally, I think 
over time the industries 
and technologies are going 
to come to an intersection,” 
Citrus Mutual’s Brown 
said. “You’re going to see 
more crops in California 
that are machine-harvest-
ed, and crops such as cit-
rus, strawberries and table 
grapes won’t have such a 
large place in the Califor-
nia economy.”

For Steinacher, the fig 
grower, the labor shortage 
has long precluded any se-
rious thought of expand-
ing his operation. Now 
he’s having trouble find-
ing enough knowledgeable 
workers to pick the crop 
that he has, he said.

His ground is too rough 
for some nuts, although 
he does grow some wal-
nuts. But he’s considering 
planting pistachios, which 
are harvested with shakers 
and catch basins much like 
prunes.

“I’m really concerned 
that my kids don’t have a 
future here growing figs 
because of the lack of la-
bor,” Steinacher said, 
adding that a better immi-
gration policy is needed 
to bring in more foreign 
workers because most 
Americans don’t want to 
work in fields. “With the 
borders shut down, we 
can’t get people who will 
just show up.

“I don’t know what the 
future is going to hold,” 
he said. “Water is an issue, 
but this labor thing is right 
now for us.”

‘It’s getting really difficult to find help anymore’
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Pickers at Maywood Farms in Corning, Calif., load bins of figs onto a flatbed trailer to be packed into 
boxes. Grower Bob Steinacher has considered converting some of his orchards to pistachios, which 
are mechanically harvested, because of a worsening labor shortage.
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‘El Nino is never a guarantee 
of a certain set of outcomes’
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