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egardless of whether I'm in
the office seeing them from
my window or sitting in a
duck blind watching them fly in, the
huge flocks of birds that are migrat-
ing through the Sacramento Valley of
California are an amazing sight.

We farm about 5,000 acres of rice in
Sutter County, in the heart of Califor-
nia’s Sacramento Valley. Wildlife is a
big part of our operation—we like to
say we'e in a rice/bird/fish rotation.
It's a very symbiotic relationship.

Part of the reason is my father, Al
Montna, is a very avid waterfowler.
He realized how valuable this habitat
is, especially at our Dingyville ranch.
Hundreds of thousands of ducks
come here each and every win-
ter. Those ducks—mallards, pintails,
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sprigs, spoonies, and others—are
among almost 230 species of wildlife,
including 50 species of waterbirds,
supported by California riceland.

The 500,000 acres of rice fields in the
Sacramento Valley are an important
part of the Pacific Flyway, which ex-
tends from Alaska to the tip of South
America. According to Ducks Unlim-
ited, as many as 7 million birds come
through the Sacramento Valley each
winter, and they get nearly 60 percent
of their food from flooded rice fields.

Historic wetlands. When my fa-
ther’s grandfather came from France
to Sutter County, this area was still
known for its wetlands and its birds.

Today, 95 percent of the original
wetlands are gone. We've found that
the rice fields, which are part of the
Sacramento Valley’s unique mosaic of
farmland, are a good substitute. They
serve as surrogate wetlands.
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I'm proud of the fact that we're not
only growing a crop, but that we're
using our water wisely. We can use
water three ways—we can use it for
the crops, we can use it for the fish,
and we can use it for the birds.

Our water management practices
have evolved over time. As they've
evolved, we have developed practices
that have helped us solve agronomic
challenges while we enhance habitat.

Rice has been grown in the Sacra-
mento Valley for more than 100 years.
The normal practice was to burn the
straw after harvest, then flood your
fields and invite duck clubs in to hunt.

By the 1990s, in a state where at that
point you couldn’t even smoke in a
restaurant, it was evident that this
practice wasn't going to be able to con-
tinue at those levels. So the California
rice industry worked with the state
legislature to ramp the practice down.

0 a ol vk Limiadion

£ > I T " ¢ .

..- " i 5 ] i -k =
.'

o




At this time, there is no burning in
the Sacramento Valley with the excep-
tion of a limited amount of acreage
with disease—a very small percent-
age. Instead, we harvest and chop the
straw. Then we disk it and turn the
water on. We run a stomper, like a
series of metal baskets, to push the
straw into the mud. Basically, we cre-
ate a mud flat. The birds love them.

Model collaboration. The birds
are in there walking around, pressing
the straw into contact with the soil.
The organic matter the birds provide
1s important, too—we are able to use
less fertilizer. And in the spring, we
have very little straw to deal with.

Meanwhile, we're capturing rain-
water. It’s intensive and efficient.

[t's also a model of collaboration
among farmers, federal agencies,
and some environmental groups. We
all recognize the value that the rice
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tields in the Sacramento Valley offer
the birds. We started sitting down to-
gether and asking, ‘what could we do
better and how could we do it better?’

The California Rice Commission
formed a collaboration with The Na-
ture Conservancy, Audubon Califor-
nia, Point Blue Conservation Science,
Ducks Unlimited, and the USDA Nat-
ural Resources Conservation Service
in 2008. Ducks Unlimited and The
Nature Conservancy have the ability
to put together good studies, accumu-
late good data, and formulate con-

clusions based on good science. With
that foundation, NRCS funded the $10

»Large photo: Pintails and spoonbills alight
from a flooded rice field at Montna Farms.
»Right: Nicole Montna Van Vleck is managing
partner of Montna Farms. She and her sister, Mi-
chelle Montna Vogt, are the third generation in
the operation, which they own with their parents.
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By Nicole Montna Van Vleck as told to Steve Werblow
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»Above inset: Farmers now manage heavy rice
straw while nourishing waterfowl, shorebirds,
and waders migrating through the Central Valley.

million Waterbird Habitat Enhance-
ment Program (WHEP) to enhance
habitat on 100,000 acres of Califor-
nia ricelands. They determined that
WHEP could be funded for hundreds
of years for the same amount of mon-
ey it would take to purchase similar
land and convert it back to wetlands.
WHEP and a privately funded pro-
gram from The Nature Conservancy,
BirdReturns, focus on extending the

availability of our surrogate wetlands.
We flood in the fall for winter migra-
tion, then stagger the dates when we
drain our fields to leave more habitat
available for millions of birds migrat-
ing in the spring. Rather than drain-
ing everything on January 1, farmers
keep thousands of acres flooded into
March, at a range of depths.

On our farm, we've really tried to
drill down to our historical plant-
ing dates and try to make the habitat
program fit what we do already. Its
also great in talking to our customers.
Sustainability is important to buyers.

»Left: Nicole Montna Van Vleck stands on a
berm between two rice fields. She and other rice
farmers keep thousands of acres flooded into
the spring, providing wetland habitat for birds.
»Above: More than 1 million snow geese fly
from Alaska to winter in the Sacramento Valley.

We also set up the first conserva-
tion easement of its kind with Ducks
Unlimited, which purchased the de-
velopment rights on 1,200 acres. We
provide the water and flood these
fields every year. We are still in con-
trol of the property, and we know this
ranch will always be here for agricul-
ture and the birds. In fact, it worked
out so well we created another ease-
ment with The Nature Conservancy.

Of course, we've still got a long way
to go with some of the people who
make regulations that affect agricul-
ture. We have to show them what we
do is so important for the environment.

Win-win. I always think when you
have an opportunity to coexist with
whatever habitat is nearby, you've got
the possibility of a win-win. It can
prove, as we've proven here, that
agriculture is about more than just
providing a high-yielding crop, more
than just returning back to the farmer.
It’s about returning something back
to the earth that sustains the farmers
that will be here in the future.

It shows the value—and increases
the value—of agriculture. W




