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This is a part of a series of quarterly
newsletters designed to inform growers
in Contra Costa County about issues
important to the Agricultural community.
We welcome your questions and comments
about any topics in this newsletter as well as
suggestions for future newsletters. Contact
us at:
Contra Costa County Department of
Agriculture /Weights & Measures
2366 A Stanwell Circle
Concord, CA 94520
(925) 646-5250 FAX (925) 646-5732

During the 1960’s, the public became increasingly
aware of and concerned about the environment.
Public outcry after the Santa Barbara oil spill
and the publication of the book Silent Spring led
Congress to pass the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA) in 1970. It established
procedures that federal agencies were required
to follow in order to protect the environment.
Since then, this law has been copied by countries
throughout the world.
Not to be outdone, California passed its own
version of NEPA only eleven months later.
The California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) set a statewide policy of environmental
protection. It required an Environmental Impact
Report (EIR) for any activities the state financed
or regulated. For each activity, the EIR had
to assess potential harm to the environment,
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The Santa Barbara oil spill in 1969 raised
public awareness about environmental issues.

methods, buffer zones, times, specific weather
conditions, etc. Regulations and the state’s preregistration evaluation of pesticides are also a
part of the mitigation process.

Sudden pest outbreaks in crops can require
an immediate pesticide treatment.

consider alternatives, mitigate adverse impacts,
and be subject to public review and comment.
In 1976, the California Attorney General ruled
that pesticide regulation by state and county
agencies was included in CEQA. This meant
that EIRs were required when any pesticide
product was registered, any pesticide license was
granted, and any restricted pesticide permit was
issued.
This ruling concerned both growers and County
Agriculture Departments. Thousands of restricted
pesticide permits are issued in California each
year. Many of them have to be issued quickly
so growers can treat unexpected pest outbreaks
in their crops. Preparation of a full EIR for
every site on every restricted pesticide permit
presented an unreasonable burden.

Pesticide permits and use reports are subject to
public review and comment under CEQA and
the California Public Records Act. The County
Agriculture Departments must make them
available to the public when requested. It is
common for counties to receive this type of data
request from government agencies, businesses,
special interest groups, and private citizens.
When restricted pesticide permits are first issued,
the EIR is “incomplete” because there is no time
specific information. Since the pesticide could
be applied months after the permit was written,
the environmental conditions at the site would
probably have changed. The Notice of Intent
(NOI) supplies the rest of the information the
county biologists need to complete the permit
EIR requirements. NOIs identify the pesticide
product, rate, applicator, method, date, etc. The
county biologists use this information to evaluate
the site conditions at the time the pesticide
application will take place.
Continued on Page 3

To deal with this problem, the State came up with
a different way the EIR requirements in CEQA
could be met. County Agriculture Departments
would evaluate each site before a permit is issued
and again at the time the restricted pesticide is
applied. If the county biologists determine that
the pesticide application is likely to cause harm
to the environment, they must place conditions
on the permit or deny it completely.
Permit conditions are just one of the ways county
biologists can mitigate or find alternatives to a
potentially harmful pesticide application. Others
include requiring the use of certain application
Page 2

A common way to help mitigate environmental
hazards is to apply pesticides using a ground
rig instead of by air.

Using Native Bees As Crop Pollinators
Beekeepers have had to deal with an increasing
number of honeybee parasites and diseases over
the last decade. As a result, the cost of crop
pollination services has increased dramatically.
Many crops need bee pollination in order to set
fruit. Others don’t actually require bees but will
have better yields when honeybees are present.

Pesticide drift damage can be very expensive
for growers. NOIs help county biologists
identify and prevent hazardous applications.

Some pesticide applications are likely to cause
serious harm to human health or the environment.
That’s why NOIs must be submitted at least
24 hours (or longer in some cases) before the
application. This lets the biologist visit the
site and make sure the pesticide can be applied
safely. If the biologist decides the harm would
be too great, the pesticide application will be
denied or have conditions placed on it.
NOIs are a part of the EIR process required by
CEQA in order to issue a restricted pesticide
permit. For this reason, the permit holder is
legally responsible for submitting NOIs to the
County Agriculture Department. Although pest
control businesses or advisors may submit NOIs
for growers, the permit holder is still responsible
when the NOI is not submitted.
Mitigating hazards is another part of the EIR
process. This means that if posting of treated
fields is required by regulation or by the label,
both the placement and the removal of the signs
is also the legal responsibility of the permit
holder. Posting signs may not be placed more
than 24 hours before the application and must
be removed within 3 days after the end of the
restricted entry interval. The signs are meant to
warn anyone who might have reason to enter the
field. If posting signs are left up too long, people
won’t notice or believe them anymore.

Researchers at the University of California
Berkeley are working on practical methods
growers can use to supplement honeybee
pollination. The Farming For Native Bees
project partners UC researchers with eight Contra
Costa County growers to discover how to attract
native bee species to pollinate crops. Native bees
have many advantages over honeybees. They
are better adapted to the local climate and can be
better pollinators. Being solitary, they also don’t
catch many honeybee diseases and parasites.
About 1,600 species of native bees have been
recorded in California. Although these species
tend to prefer California native plants, many
will also visit some non-native crop plants. As a
part of a statewide bee survey, the UC Berkeley
Urban Bee Lab has compiled a database
describing over 300 native bees and over 400
floral hosts. Using this information as a starting
point, the researchers are finding out more about
what native bee species are best for pollinating
specific crops.
Continued on Page 4

Native bee species can help pollinate crops.
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Safe Internet Shopping

Yellow-faced bumblebees (on an almond
flower left) and squash bees (on a pumpkin
flower right) are good crop pollinators.

California native bees come in many sizes,
shapes, and colors. Species vary widely in their
season, behavior, and the types of flowers they
feed on. Over 80% of our native bees nest in
small tunnels the females dig in bare soil. Other
species will nest in crevices or make tunnels in
wood. After mating, the female bee builds and
puts food into her nest, lays a single egg, seals the
nest, and leaves to build another nest.
By providing the appropriate plants and nesting
sites, it’s possible to attract the desired native bee
species and maintain them at the farm. Good
habitats must provide enough nectar and pollen
to support the bees. Growing a large variety of
plants helps ensure that flowers will be available
over a long period, giving the bees a good reason
to stay. Although native bees do tend to prefer
native plants, there are some non-native plants
that are nearly as good.
The Farming For Native Bees project consists
of four Brentwood area farms that have special
native bee-friendly gardens and four control
farms that don’t. Comparisons between the two
types of farms helps researchers evaluate what
bee species come to the farms, what crops they
visit, and how effective their pollination is for
those crops. The final results will eventually be
developed into a guide for growers on how to
encourage native bees and make the most of the
crop pollination services they can provide.
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Although most consumer shopping is still done
in regular “brick and mortar” stores, more
Americans are buying at least some products
on the internet. Any type of purchase has its
risks but fraud, identity theft, hacking, and other
scams have become a regular part of shopping
online for many consumers. There are federal
and state laws that regulate online businesses, but
they are very difficult for regulators to enforce.
Consumers need to protect themselves by being
careful and following some common sense tips.
The first and most important is to research the
seller. Anyone, including scammers, can set up
a shopping website. Before buying anything,
verify the online seller’s name, physical address,
and phone number. It’s a definite red flag if the
company doesn’t have a listed phone number
and can only be reached online. Be especially
cautious if the seller is located in a foreign
country because your ability to contact them and
resolve problems will be much more limited.
Check to see if any consumer complaints have
been filed about the company. The Better
Business Bureau and online business rating sites
such as Angie’s List and Yelp may help provide
information. Review the company’s privacy
policy to find out what personal information will
be collected and how it will be used.
Continued on Page 5

Careless online shopping can lead to fraud
and identity theft.

Carefully read and understand the information
the seller has provided about the product you
want to buy. Descriptions that include the words
“refurbished”, “reconditioned”, “offbrand”,
etc. indicate the product might not be in good
condition. Products at unusually low prices may
be counterfeits or even stolen. Remember, if it
seems too good to be true, it probably is.
Don’t necessarily believe everything a company
claims. In 2011, Overstock.com admitted to
making false price claims on its website after
District Attorneys from seven California counties
filed a lawsuit against them. In one of the cited
examples, Overstock advertised a patio set at
$499 and claimed that the next best price from
its competitors was $999. When the customer
received the patio set from Overstock, it had a
Walmart sticker on it for $247.
Understand the company’s return policy before
you place the order. Look for: how long you
have to return items, whether you can get a
refund, what documentation is required, who
will pay the return shipping cost, whether there
will be a “re-stocking” or other fee charged, and
whether you need to get a prior authorization
from the company before returning items.
Look out for hidden costs. Find out how much
shipping, handling, and insurance fees will add
to the item’s price. Be aware that sales taxes
may be also be collected in some circumstances.
Try to look for sites that offer free or reduced
cost shipping and note any conditions.

Read the fine print. A product’s advertising
can make it seem better than it really is.

Not secure

Secure
A secure site will have “https” instead of
“http” in the address and may also have a
closed lock or unbroken key at the top or
bottom of the screen.

Keep your antivirus software up to date and
always make sure the seller’s website is safe.
Web browsers let you know a site is secure when
the beginning of the URL address changes from
“http” to “https” and shows a closed lock or
unbroken key at the top or bottom of the screen.
Some antivirus software will also include an
indication that shows whether the site is secure.
Use secure passwords for all of your accounts and
change them regularly. Don’t forget to secure
your smartphone and laptop too. Enable and use
your smartphone’s password and use secure apps.
Public wi-fi networks are easy for scammers to
hack so don’t reveal secure information when
connected to one. Many mobile devices will
automatically connect with any nearby wi-fi
network, making them vulnerable to hackers. Be
sure to turn off the automatic connection feature
on all your mobile devices.
Paying for an item can be the most risky part of
online shopping. Any time you give out financial
information about your credit cards, bank
accounts, etc., you need to be very careful. If you
don’t feel comfortable submitting your personal
information online, check the website’s customer
service page to see if orders can be placed by
phone or mail. Online money transfer services
Continued on Page 5
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Public wi-fi networks are not secure and can
result in hackers stealing your user passwords
and financial information.
such as Paypal let you pay for a product without
giving the seller direct access to your financial
information.
Use a credit card instead of paying by cash, debit
card, or by wiring money. Credit card transactions
are protected by law and give consumers the
right to dispute charges and withhold payment
under certain circumstances. Some credit cards
may also provide additional warranty, return, or
purchase protection benefits. Be sure to review
your credit card bill and look for unauthorized
charges. It’s a good idea to have a separate credit
card that is only used for online shopping.
Note the delivery date the seller has promised for
your order. Federal and California law requires
sellers to notify buyers when ordered items are
delayed. If your shipment doesn’t arrive by
the specified date, the company must provide
you notice and give you a revised delivery date.
You have the right to either agree to the delay or
cancel the order and get a refund.
Finally, print and save a detailed record of
each online transaction. You should have the
product’s description, price, warranties, shipping
policy, order confirmation, receipt, any emails
with the seller, etc. If you believe you have
victimized by an unscrupulous online seller, you
can file a complaint at the California Department
of Consumer Affairs at www.dca.gov
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The first vineyards in the Martinez area were
planted around 1830 by cattle ranchers with land
grants from the Mexican government. These
vineyards were small and probably used only
to make wine for themselves and their workers.
When control of California passed to the United
States in 1847, much of the land changed hands.
The new settlers were more interested in farming
than ranching and soon began to produce fruit,
vegetable, and grain crops to sell.
By 1900, vineyards producing both table grapes
and wine grapes were planted throughout the
county, especially near Martinez, Clayton, and
Oakley. State Viticulture Reports listed Contra
Costa County as having 300 acres in grapes in
1881, 3,141 acres in 1891, and 6,000 acres in
1897. By 1919, forty percent of the agricultural
land in the county was devoted to grape growing
and there were a total of about fifty wineries.
Martinez was home to many of these wineries
such as the Mont Alhambra Vineyard Company,
J. E. Colton Winery, Christian Brothers, and John
Swett & Sons Winery. Major grape growers near
Martinez included John Muir, Sturgis & Eddy, C.
G. Merrill, and John Swett. Martinez was a good
location for the wine industry. It was on a main
Santa Fe and Southern Pacific railroad line and
was a stop on an important shipping route down
the Sacramento River.
Continued on Page 7

courtesy Contra Costa County Historical Society

A John Swett & Sons Winery display booth at
a local fair in 1899.

Cities replaced farmland at an increased rate
in Contra Costa County during the 1950’s and
1960’s. Between 1940 and 1970, more than half
of our farmland was lost to development, with
grape acreage declining more than 80% from
1940 levels. During the 1990’s, the market for
wine grapes increased and growers in east Contra
Costa County began to plant more vineyards.
Even though over 45% of our remaining farmland
was lost to development between 1970 and 2011,
grape acreage increased from 771 acres in 1990
to around 2,000 acres in 2011.

Examples of labels used by Martinez area
wineries after Prohibition.

Trouble arrived near the end of the 19th century
when Grape Phylloxera, a type of aphid that
feeds on grape roots, devastated Contra Costa
County vineyards. The damage to vineyards
in Martinez and many other areas forced most
growers to remove entire mature vineyards and
replace them with resistant grafted vines.

The land around Mt. Diablo has produced award
winning wines for well over 100 years. The
warm days and cool nights help give the grapes
a fine acid/pH ratio and complex flavors, perfect
for making fine wine. In the past several years,
Viano Vineyards in Martinez, Shadowbrook
Winery in Walnut Creek, and Sterling Albert
Winery in Concord, have taken home medals at
important California wine competitions.

Prohibition, passed by Congress in 1920, was an
even bigger disaster for California vineyards and
wineries. Some local grape growers removed
their vineyards and others survived by selling
grapes to home wine makers in the USA and
Canada. Virtually all of Contra Costa County’s
wineries went out of business. Christian Brothers
Winery was a notable exception. Operated by a
Catholic lay religious order, it produced both
sacramental and medicinal wine.
Before Prohibition, California had over 700
wineries. After Prohibition was repealed in
1933, it would take about fifty years to reach that
number of wineries in California again. A few
Contra Costa County wineries that reopened in
the Martinez area were J. E. Digardi Winery, G.
Bartolini’s Winery, Viano Vineyards, and the J.
Gonsalves Winery. Only Viano Vineyards has
remained in operation since that time.

Contra Costa County juice grapes continued
to be a profitable crop even after Prohibition
was repealed.
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