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This Year’s Crop Report is Dedicated to
Robert Ashley Young

1919 - 2009

“We are blessed to live on and farm land that is very, very special.  I hope that what we have now will never be abused; that future generations 
will treat the land well and understand that, by being generous, the land will continue to grow whatever we wish for it to grow.” 

Sonoma County lost an agricultural pioneer and icon when Robert Ashley Young passed away on June 19, 2009.  Born 
on March 6, 1919, in Healdsburg, Robert was the third generation of Youngs to farm the family ranch in Alexander 
Valley. He was president of Robert Young Vineyards, which is distinguished as having the first California vineyard proudly 
designated on a wine label. In 2000, he was honored with the Wine Industry Integrity Award. 

Robert’s career in wine began in the early 1960s, when he recognized the prime grape growing conditions in Alexander 
Valley. He started by converting  a prune orchard into the first Cabernet Sauvignon vineyard for the region and by 1977, 
all of his prune orchards were converted to coveted acres of luscious, award winning grapevines.

A steward of the burgeoning wine growing industry locally and abroad, Robert developed many lifelong relationships with 
other growers and winemakers all over the world.  He served as a chairman and board member of the California Association 
of Wine Grape Growers and also served on a variety of federal, state and local agricultural advisory committees. He 
was the proud California delegate of the International Organization of Vine and Wine to Russia, Belgium, South Africa, 
Argentina, Spain and the United States. For 40 years, Robert was a gracious host and mentor to hundreds of South 
African farmers, teaching them innovative growing techniques so they could successfully farm back in their home 
country. 

Throughout his life Robert dedicated himself to his family, to his ranch and to his community. He remained a fixture in the 
community and enjoyed attending all of the events that were near and dear to his heart. It was his indomitable spirit, his 
generosity and his involvement in the community he loved, that we will remember most. 



Cathy V. Neville
Agricultural Commissioner/Sealer

Michael Smith
Assistant Agricultural Commissioner/Sealer

OFFICE OF THE AGRICULTURAL COMMISSIONER

A.G. Kawamura, Secretary         April 2010 
California Department of Food and Agriculture 

and

The Honorable Board of Supervisors of Sonoma County: 
Valerie Brown – First District, Chairman  Paul L. Kelley – Fourth District, Vice Chair 
Mike Kerns – Second District  Efren Carrillo – Fifth District
Shirlee Zane – Third District 

It is my privilege to present to you the 2009 Sonoma County Crop Report as prepared pursuant to 
Section 2279 of the California Food and Agricultural Code. The reported value for 2009 was 
$653,236,600, which is an increase of 12% from the 2008 value of $583,386,800. This report reflects 
the gross production values; not the net income or costs of production and marketing. 

The increase in gross value for 2009 is attributed primarily to a near 22% increase in fruit and nut crop 
production value, of which winegrape production value grew by almost $90 million. Though prices were 
down, most growers experienced above average yields. The apiary industry showed an increase of 
38% from 2008 due primarily to improved survey methods as well as reported mitigation strategies for 
colony collapse. Livestock and poultry also saw a 14.5% increase with a value of approximately $52 
million. Livestock and poultry products, such as eggs and milk, were down from $112 million in 2008, to 
$91 million in 2009.  This is due primarily to a near 33% decline in the price for market and 
manufacturing milk. Apple production was down 35%, as were vegetables (11%) and nursery products 
(18%).

This year’s report focuses on our county’s organic agricultural industry, a vibrant and lucrative 
community resource. We would like to celebrate our organic producers and processors who make it 
possible for County residents to enjoy a diverse assortment of locally grown organic products. Our 
organic farms embrace sustainable growing practices, social equitability, and a diversity of marketing 
strategies that has helped make Sonoma County a pioneer in the organic agriculture movement.  Many 
of our producers have been important stakeholders in the evolution of organic codification and 
regulation since the beginning. 

While this Crop Report features our organic industry, I would like to extend our gratitude and 
appreciation for all of our agricultural practitioners whose participation enabled the production of this 
report. Sonoma County is a beautiful place to work and to live. I am proud to have had the opportunity 
to set down my roots in a place where people value the local bounty of this agrarian landscape. This 
report is dedicated to you. Special thanks to my outstanding staff, particularly Andrew Smith, Cree 
Morgan, Dagny Thomas, and Lisa Correia for their concerted efforts in the development of this report.  

Respectfully submitted, 

Cathy V. Neville 
Agricultural Commissioner/Sealer 

133 Aviation Blvd, Suite 110  •  Santa Rosa, CA 95403  •  Phone (707) 565-2371  •  Fax (707) 565-3850  •  www.sonoma-county.org/agcomm
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Organic Agriculture in Sonoma County

“The hallmark of an alternative farming approach is not the conventional practices it rejects, but the innovative 
practices it includes.” 

— National Research Council; Alternative Agriculture, p.3 (1989) 

Organic farming is the fastest growing segment of United States (U.S.) agriculture. U.S. sales of organic foods 
have grown from $1 billion in 1990, to a projected $23.6 billion in 2009. In Sonoma County, there are over 
186 organic producers.  Though typically small in size (less than 50 acres), Sonoma County organic farms grow 
a tremendous variety of commodities, with 130 different commodities produced as organic. There are several 
growers who produce organic specialty crops such as mushrooms, mushroom log growing kits, duck eggs, 
watercress, culinary herbs, and chestnuts. These organic commodities provide a diverse agricultural bounty that 
attracts tourist and local palates alike.

In order to sell products as organic, operations must meet federal and state standards, which were enacted to enhance the 
credibility of organic agriculture as a viable and legitimized approach to agroecosystem management. Organic registration and 
certification validate the production practices and often garner increased premiums in pricing. The term “organic” is defined in 
organic standards established by the United States Department of Food and Agriculture (USDA) in 2002.  Under USDA’s National 
Organic Program (NOP), organic production is defined as: “A production system that respond(s) to site-specific conditions 
by integrating cultural, biological and mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and 
conserve biodiversity.”

In California, organic registration is an official process that allows a producer to sell fruits, vegetables, winegrapes, livestock, 
meat, dairy, and for handlers to process products as organic. Organic producers must register with the California Department of 
Food and Agriculture (CDFA) through their local County Agricultural Commissioner’s Office. CDFA is responsible for enforcing 
organic laws and regulations and acts primarily through the County Agricultural Commissioner.

Confidence in the food supply, higher prices, and rapidly growing markets always attract a lot of attention from producers seeking 
greater returns per acre.  Many producers transition to organic production because they believe it is safer for farm workers, their 
families, and better for the environment.  The transition to organic production can be a challenging prospect and it takes time for 
farms and their stewards to adjust to organic management practices and required paperwork. Those producers who have already 
embraced and adopted sustainable farming practices likely have an easier time. These practices include but are not limited to crop 
rotations, nutrient cycling, minimization of off-farm inputs and polycultures.

To remain viable, organic products need to be sold at a profit.  Direct marketing, cooperatives, online sales, and community 
supported agriculture (CSAs), are just a few of the innovative marketing strategies that Sonoma County organic producers employ 
to add value and distinction to their products.  Sonoma County organic producers have won many environmental awards and 
certifications for environmental stewardship such as the Environmental Business of the Year and Bay Visionary. Sonoma County 
also has the distinction of having the first poultry producer in the U.S. to receive a USDA certified organic label. Several dairies in 
the county have also received certification by the American Humane Association for their animal welfare programs.

Visitors from around the world are attracted to Sonoma County for our scenic vistas and agrarian mosaics. Many come to 
Sonoma County to taste and savor our organic products, which complement our vibrant and acclaimed wine industry. Many local 
restaurants and restaurants throughout the San Francisco Bay Area are supplied by our organic producers.  Our organic dairies 
sell milk to processors that meld these products into a variety of name brand delectables we find at our local supermarkets as well 
as markets throughout the U.S.  Sonoma County organic poultry products are famous throughout the country and can be found 
on menus overseas.  Our Mediterranean climate and diverse topography allow year-round production of many commodities and 
everyone in Sonoma County benefits from the diversified resiliency that our organic agroecosystems provide.

The Agricultural Commissioner’s Office appreciates all Sonoma County organic producers.  It is because of their philosophical 
and practical connection to the land that Sonoma County residents have access to such a diverse assortment of organic food. 
Organic agriculture in Sonoma County fosters social equitability, environmental awareness and stewardship, and serves to build 
the economic viability of Sonoma County agriculture.




