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The growing season and harvest 
of 2020 are times everyone would 
like to forget but no one ever will. 
The first 77 days of January, 
February and March brought 
normal winter weather with slowly 
lengthening days. But just as a 
slightly early “bud break” was 
happening in many local grape 
vineyards so was an outbreak of a 
novel coronavirus, COVID-19. After 
March 18 everything immediately 
changed from normal to 
unprecedented. It was still too early 
to know how many times we would 
use that word over and over to 
describe our lives and the harvest 
of 2020. Unprecedented. 

“If I had to put one word on it, I 
think ‘chaotic’ comes to mind first,” 
said Sonoma County Agricultural 
Commissioner Andrew Smith. He 
was appointed to his new post on 
March 10 and was looking forward 
to a busy year of updating erosion 
control and cannabis ordinances, 
finalizing new joint working plans 
with animal control, the sheriff’s 
department and various emergency 
and fire agencies, plus building 
relationships with his new bosses 
on the Board of Supervisors.  

“Who knew we would all be 
thrust into a pandemic,” he said in 
a recent post-harvest interview. 
“And, then the fires.” 

Looking back from the end of 
October, hundreds of thousands of 
wine country acres lie scorched 
from a half dozen wildfires. Several 
thousand farm, food industry and 
tourism workers remain 
unemployed. And, as much as 25-
30% of Sonoma County’s premium 
winegrapes are left abandoned on 
their vines, some tainted by smoke 
and none of them worth the cost of 
picking them. 

The toll of wildfires, coronavirus 
disruptions and lost crops could 
tally up to a 50,000 ton and $150 
million loss to the county’s grape 
growers, not to mention several 
weeks of lost farmworker wages. 

What had been predicted to be a 
slightly lighter crop than the 
county’s two most recent record-
heavy vintages (2018, 2019) has 
turned out to be a growing year 
pocked by a virus, historic 
wildfires, a continuing recession 

and threats of another drought. 
Unprecedented. 

 
Still some promising vintage 

2020 notes 
Sonoma County remains a rich 

and diverse agricultural region that 
produces over $1 billion in grapes, 
apples, milk, poultry, plants and 
livestock in a year when there is no 
pandemic or wildfire ruin. The 2020 
crop totals will be impacted as the 
chaos and losses were widespread 
across almost all segments of the 
industry.  

Dry Creek Valley grower Glenn 
Proctor remembered how excited 
he was in early August to start 
picking his fruit. “Everything was 
looking fantastic. I told myself I 
couldn’t wait to start harvesting.” 
But the Walbridge Fire spread 
across 150 of his family’s 200 acres 
of ranch, timber and vineyard land. 
In the end, Proctor did not pick any 
of his grapes. “We’ve been here 115 
years so I don’t think we’re going 
anywhere.”  

Proctor, who is also a wine 
broker with the Ciatti Company 
said he is seeing early evidence of 
outstanding fruit from the 2020 
harvest.  

“2020 may by one of our very best 
vintages in quality ever,” he said. 

Corey Beck, of Francis Ford 

Coppola, agreed. “The colors and 
concentrations are phenomenal. All 
the whites are incredible.” 

Mari Jones, president of 
Emeritus Vineyards in Sebastopol 
also concurred.  

“We had some fruit rejected, but 
we are also seeing 
amazing wines and 
excellent overall 
quality in what we 
did pick and have at 
the winery,” Jones 
said. 

Michael Haney, 
executive director 
for the Sonoma 
County Vintners, 
said the 2020 harvest 
was a time of many 
lessons and 
opportunities for 
the local 
winemaking 
industry to grow 
even stronger in the 
future. “I am very 
proud of the 
partnerships and 
community we 
have,” he said. “And 
I think we’re going 
to make some amazing wines from 
2020. The consumer is going to 
benefit from what we will have in 
the bottles.”  

Permanent changes seen to 
local farming 

What 2020 has left farmers with 
is the knowledge that farming in 
Sonoma County is forever changed. 
The calendar for planting, pruning 
and harvesting is being changed as 

the dominant 
climate patterns 
and lengthening 
wildfire season 
change. Farmers 
must practice new 
fire prevention 
and forest 
management. 
Farmworker 
safety and skills 
training must be 
addressed. Crop 
insurance and 
grower contracts 
must be revisited. 
Some farmers 
must find new 
markets to sell 
their vegetables, 
animals and 
produce as 
restaurants and 
supply chains 
remain closed or 

diminished. 
“Most people think of farmers as 

traditionalists and set in their 
ways,” said Tawny Tesconi, 

executive director of the Sonoma 
County Farm Bureau. “But we’re 
always changing. We see things 
coming and we pivot. That’s always 
been part of farming. But things we 
have been seeing that we thought 
were temporary are looking more 
permanent now.” 

Sonoma County has had 
wildfires during harvest season 
every year since the 2017 Tubbs 
Fire. This year’s fires started Aug. 
17 with hundreds of dry lightning 
strikes, igniting the Walbridge, 
Meyers and other wildfires. More 
fires erupted on Sept. 27 with the 
Shady and Glass fires straddling the 
Sonoma and Napa county lines. 
During these time periods, wildfires 
were burning 4 million acres in 
California, threatening several 
other agricultural regions including 
the Central Valley, coastal regions 
and southern California. 

“It looks like the new state of 
business,” said Karissa Kruse, 
president of the Winegrowers of 
Sonoma County. “It comes together 
where we have labor and 
management issues, defending 
(against) the wildfires, COVID-19, 
and a real unpredictable market. 
When you (growers) only get one 
paycheck a year for selling your 

Lengthening fire 
season means 
changes, 
uncertainty for 
farmers

Photo courtesy Amber Moshin 
SMOKY SKIES — The Calliope Vineyard next to Moshin Winery on Westside Road in the Russian River Valley with smoke in the background from the Walbridge 
Fire on Aug. 19.

“I think we’re 
going to make 
some amazing 
wines from 2020. 
The consumer is 
going to benefit 
from what we will 
have in the 
bottles.” 

Michael Haney
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crop there’s lots of stress from 
having so many unknowns.” 

Winegrape harvesting 
started a little earlier than 
normal in mid-August when 
chardonnay and pinot noir 
grapes were picked for 
sparkling wines.  

“We had about 15% of the 
grapes picked before the LNU 
Complex fires (Aug. 17) and 
lots of growers rushed to pick 
other varietals after a heat 
spike (near Labor Day),” said 
Kruse. Almost all of the grape 
harvest was completed by 
Oct. 5. 

Growers and vineyard 
crews scrambled to harvest 
remaining 
grapes while 
the Glass 
wildfire rained 
ash and smoke 
across the 
entire region. 
Weeks of 
smoke 
exposure to 
the mature 
vines and 
grape clusters 
left everyone 
unsure of the 
value of their 
fruit and 
crushed juice.  

“There’s 
still a big gap 
of what we 
don’t know,” 
said Kruse 
about the 
millions of 
gallons of 
fermenting 
white and red wines now 
filling tanks at wineries.  

For some winemakers and 
their wineries, the impact of 
smoke on the finished 2020 
wines may only be a public 
relations headache. For 
unknown others, the tainted 
wine could prove a disastrous 
loss of money. Some of these 
answers may not be known 
for two years when corks are 
pulled on the 2020 vintage. 

“There’s a ripple effect 
here that not only impacts the 
crops and production but it 
reaches our personal lives 

and mental health,” said 
Smith. “We have households 
that are being impacted by 
lost jobs or where parents 
have to stay home with their 
children. Some of this isn’t 
new. Being a farmer means 
you have to rely on Mother 
Nature or Gaia or whatever 
you call it. You have to have 
adaptability built into your 
genes and your business 
model.” 

Grape picking crews were 
stressed by the extra COVID-
19 safety precautions and 
unhealthy air.  The industry’s 
year-round workforce has 
grown 15% since 2017, but 
seasonal extra help has been 
cut in half. More growers and 

winery partners 
are shifting to 
mechanized 
harvesting, with 
about 30% of this 
year’s crop 
machine-picked. 
(A grape 
harvester costs 
$750,000. Also, 
worker 
dormitory-style 
housing can cost 
$1 to $1.5 
million.) 

 
Region is still 

home to $1 
billion 

annual crop 
output 

Winegrapes 
total over two-
thirds of Sonoma 
County’s annual 
agricultural 
production ($778 

million in 2018), but the region 
supports a robust and diverse 
agriculture community of 
small vegetable, produce and 
livestock operations as well. 
The county’s dairy industry 
produces almost $150 million 
in annual bulk milk sales and 
the county is home to 2.3 
million chickens. A few new 
cannabis and hemp 
operations were approved this 
year and smaller farmers 
turned to increased direct-to-
consumer marketing and 
other outlets to sell their 
vegetables, flowers, honey, 

herbs and cheeses. Because of 
the pandemic-disrupted 
marketplace and economy, 
many farmers reduced or 
canceled some crops. 

“There is a real food 
insecurity problem we’re 
facing, not only here but 
nationwide,” said Smith. 
“Many lower wage 
households have lost jobs in 
service and hospitality while 
farmworkers counting on full 
harvest paychecks are facing 
both food and rent 
challenges.” 

The Sonoma County Grape 
Growers Foundation, a 
nonprofit led by the 
Winegrowers, has been 
assisting farmworker families 
hit with lost wages or wildfire 
damages. The Winegrowers 
has 1,600 grower members 
that employ 7,500 people. 
Their workforce is 
increasingly becoming year-
round instead of seasonal to 
maintain an essential labor 
force. Average farmworker 
wages are $19.87 per hour and 
can go above $30 per hour 
during the harvest crunch 
and crush.  

“It’s been hard doing 
fundraising (for the 
Foundation) but I just marvel 
at our partners that keep 
stepping up for us over and 
over,” said Kruse. To date, 
about 400 farmworker 
families have been helped by 
the Foundation. Several other 
community funds and 
nonprofits also have been 
contributing food, gift cards 
and rental assistance. 

Smith praised all the 
volunteerism and public 
service he has been 
witnessing at local food 
giveaways, wildfire recovery 
efforts and neighborhood 
rallies.  

“What’s really important 
in the bigger picture is how 
indelible ag and the ag spirit 
is as part of our community 
fabric. We need this food shed. 
We continue to do lots of 
education because people 
need to know what 
agriculture looks like, how it 
smells and the sounds it 
makes,” Smith said. 

Impacted farmers would 
like some regulatory 

relief 
Tesconi said now would be 

a good time for farmers to see 
some government restrictions 
and regulations relaxed. “Our 
members are taking a real 
knock on the chin right now 
(from COVID-19 safety 
measures, recession and 
wildfire recovery.) Things are 
getting more expensive. 
Regulatory agencies need to 
give a little. We can’t do this 
on our own.” 

Like all other industries 
and nonprofits, the 
membership-based nonprofit 
Farm Bureau has had to 
invent “virtual” replacements 
for fundraising golf 
tournaments, crab feeds and 
annual showcases and 
barbecues. Staff levels have 
been cut in half but Tesconi 
said membership levels 
remain steady. The 
Winegrowers hosted a drive-
in movie night in July and has 

another movie (“Groundhog 
Day”) scheduled in 
November.  

“It’s important to take 
breaks during all this,” said 
Kruse. 

Smith is preparing his 
official 2019 Crop Report for 
the county supervisors. 
(These annual reports always 
lag behind by a year.)  

More education for youth 
and others on the value of 
agriculture will be 
emphasized by Smith in his 
report, he said.  

“We also wish to express 
our deep gratitude to 
everyone that does public 
service,” he said.  

Harvest year 2019 was a 
better year for the apple crop 
with steady prices and better 
yields, Smith reported.  

Some segments of livestock 
production were below 
previous years but demand 
for nursery stock, 
ornamentals and landscape 
materials continued to be in 

increased demand as 
homeowners rebuild from the 
past years’ wildfires. 

A major mission of the 
Winegrowers is to market the 
Sonoma County brand and its 
wines to the rest of the world. 
With the pandemic in place, 
Kruse and her staff have been 
unable to fly to prestigious 
wine events in major cities 
and in Europe.  

“We feel for our tourism 
and hospitality partners,” 
Kruse said. “We can’t quit 
promoting our region. At the 
same time, our members are 
really being challenged by 
decisions over the 2020 crop.” 

Wine consumers have 
gained a high appreciation for 
wines labeled as grown in 
Sonoma County, Kruse 
reminded. “Our member-
growers will never give up on 
these standards. Our wines 
are about joy, cheer, comic 
relief, family togetherness and 
premium taste and 
experiences.” 
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Photo Rollie Atkinson 
TINGED VINEYARD — Several vineyards west of Healdsburg on ridges above Dry Creek and 
Russian River valleys were threatened by the Walbridge Fire, including this zinfandel vineyard in 
the Mill Creek watershed. Wildfires burned to the edges of the vineyard destroying some of the 
surrounding trees and other vegetation. The 50-acre vineyard was left unpicked due to severe 
wildfire smoke exposure over many days. 

“What’s really 
important in 
the bigger 
picture is how 
indelible ag 
and the ag 
spirit is as part 
of our 
community 
fabric.” 

Andrew Smith

HARVEST: Pandemic causing ‘ripple effect’ 
throughout county agriculture community
Continued from page 1
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As the Walbridge Fire licked its 

way down heavily wooded slopes and 
hillsides in northwest Sonoma 
County, it threatened many homes 
and businesses, but wineries in 
particular faced an additional threat, 
the silent and invisible threat of 
smoke taint.  

Winemakers like Rick Moshin are 
now facing the conundrum of 
harvesting only half of their fruit due 
to smoke taint concerns, and to make 
matters more difficult, it can be 
tricky determining whether or not 
grapes have been impacted by smoke 
since there are a variety of factors 
that play into taint. 

“The smoke taint is a concern 
because we have damaged fruit that 
is not going to be picked and we’re 
only producing 3,000 to 4,000 cases of 
wine this year instead of 10,000, so 
that is going to put a little damper in 
our sales inventory,” Moshin said. 
“This year is like ‘what else can 
happen?’” 

Moshin’s winery is located on 
Westside Road in Healdsburg and he 
has several other vineyards 
sprinkled throughout the county and 
a few estate vineyards on 
Sweetwater Springs Road close to 
where the Walbridge Fire was very 
active. 

The Moshin team was initially 
evacuated from the encroaching fire. 
However, they applied for permits 
with the county agricultural 
department to go behind the lines to 
harvest and make wine. 

Employees received passes and 
many worked throughout the 
evacuation orders while others kept 
an eye on the county GIS fire map 
and monitored the direction of the 
wind so they could be ready to leave 
at a moment’s notice if weather or 
fire conditions changed. 

Farmers were able to get a lot of 
work done, yet some of the fruit was 
left on the vine as the fire grew in 
size. 

“We’re lucky because we 
harvested most of our estate 
vineyards a couple of days before the 
fire so there was really no smoke 
damage to that fruit, but some of the 
fruit that was left hanging longer was 
definitely affected by the smoke,” 
Moshin said.   

As a result, they had to cancel half 
of their contracts. 

Typically they harvest about 150 
tons of grapes, which results in about 
10,000 cases of wine each year. This 
year the winery will only harvest 
about 66 tons and only a few other 
small lots, and unfortunately, this 
isn’t the first time the winery has 
dealt with the impacts of wildfire. 

One lot of grapes was affected in 
2008 during a string of large wildfires 
that occurred in the northern areas 
of the state in Mendocino, Lake, 
Humboldt and Lassen counties and 
in several other areas. 

Since the fires were located so far 
north and since most of the varietals 
had already been picked there wasn’t 
much of an impact — except for the 
one lot of grapes that sustained 
minor taint — to Moshin’s vineyards. 

“That level of taint was so minor 
that most people couldn’t even detect 
it. So the exposure to smoke taint — 
with most of the winemakers I have 
talked to in this area — is very 
minimal,” Moshin said.  

He said if you look at articles 
regarding smoke taint in Australia, 
which has been dealing with the 
consequences of massive wildfires, 
the nature of smoke taint and its 
varying effects are very conflicting. 

For several years Anita 
Oberholster, an associate specialist 
in Viticulture and Enology at UC 
Davis, has been studying the 
influence of both viticulture practices 
and environmental factors on grape 
ripening with an emphasis on 
tannins and wine composition and 
quality. 

Oberholster explained what 
smoke taint is and why it is so hard to 
determine whether or not grapes will 
be affected by smoke. 

“When you have a wildfire and 
you have a lot of wood burning and 
when the fiber in the wood burns it 
releases a large amount of 
compounds. Then, there are high 
concentrations in the air and they 
can absorb onto grape leaves and 
grape berries,” Oberholster said. 

These compounds are called 
volatile phenols and they are natural 
to wine grapes and they are not 

dangerous to people. 
“In the free form they are small 

and they are volatile — meaning that 
they can move in the air and they can 
evaporate — but in the grape berry, 
portions also bind to sugars and we 
call that the bound form. When there 
is a lot of fresh smoke in a vineyard 
and when there’s a lot of volatile 
phenols in the smoke then that 
absorbs onto the grape berry and it 
doesn’t stay on the outside. It 
actually moves into the skin so it is 
on the inside and you cannot wash it 
off,” she said. 

Oberholster said they think this is 
part of the berry’s defense 
mechanism to bind and absorb the 
phenol, which then is in both a free 
and bound form.  

“It’s (the amount of compounds) 
really a question of too much of a 
good thing, and because at low levels, 
this adds to the complexity of the 
wine and it’s not seen as negativity at 
all, it’s seen as being part of a multi-
dimensional and complex wine, but 
as soon as you have too much of 
these compounds then their 
characteristics can become 
overpowering,” Oberholster 
explained. 

 When you have something that 
overpowers a wine making it one-
dimensional then that is seen as a 
decrease in quality and that is 
characteristic of smoke taint. 

“When it gets to the point when 
it’s really taking over the whole wine, 
that’s when we call it a taint,” she 
said. 

These smoke taint inducing 
compounds can give a smoky, 
barbeque, bacon, clove, medicinal or 
tar like flavor to wine. 

“For me what is very distinctive 
and what I see as smoke taint is that 
ashtray, ashy character,” she said. 

 
The difficulty of detecting  

taint  
Oberholster said smoke taint 

expresses itself differently depending 
on the type of wine and the wine 
matrix, all the other compounds and 
materials in a wine. 

Moshin said he thinks smoke taint 
is more noticeable in pinot noir than 
it is in cabernet. Cabernet grapes 
have thicker skin than their pinot 
counterparts and the density and 
tannins in a cab tend to either hide or 
integrate smoke notes into the 
flavors of the wine, according to 
Moshin.   

Noticing taint can also be tricky 
because sometimes it doesn’t show 
up until after the fermentation 

process, plus as Moshin previously 
stated, not everyone can detect it. 

“As the wine evolves over time it 
can show up later and not all of us — 
about 20 to 25% — can taste smoke 
taint, but those that can we think 
have enzymes in their saliva that can 
hydrolyze (break down) these bound 
compounds,” Oberholster said.  

She added that the longer you 
keep the wine in your mouth and the 
more you taste, the more apparent a 
smoke taint may become. Then, as 
soon as you taste the ashy flavor it 
can hit right in the nose and in the 
mouth since the sinuses are 
connected to the throat. 

According to Oberholster, it is 
hard to determine the baseline for 
these naturally 
occurring compounds 
in grapes and in each 
varietal, which can 
make it difficult to 
determine whether 
wine will have smoke 
taint or not. Other 
factors can also play a 
role in the level of 
smoke taint such as 
climate, location, 
topography and 
weather. 

 “People will send 
me their lab results 
with the analysis and 
they’ll ask me, ‘Do I 
have a problem?’ but 
the problem is I do not know what is 
normal. So the big conundrum that 
we are having is at the very high end 
when you have a vineyard that is 
majorly impacted, the level may be so 
high that I know that it’s not normal, 
but the difficult part is this gray zone 
where we just don’t know. We also 
don’t know at this time what is 
elevated enough to cause a problem,” 
she said. 

In other words, it is hard to know 
the level at which the amount of 
compounds start to cause taint. 
Australian researchers have been 
doing extensive research on smoke 
taint and these compounds for 15 
years to try and establish baseline 
data for their top varietals like syrah, 
cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, 
merlot, sauvignon blanc, pinot noir, 
pinot gris, muscat and others.  

“When they do analysis they put 
in on the background of a baseline 
which makes it easier to interpret,” 
Oberholster said of the Australian 
smoke taint tests. “But they also have 
a gray area, and they say there is still 
a chance that the wine may have a 
low impact even if it is on the 

baseline (of the normal amount of the 
naturally occurring compounds).”  

According to Oberholster, when 
you’re dealing with high-end 
wineries any amount of smoke can 
have an impact on the quality of wine 
and while you can treat the wine, 
through several different methods, 
treatment decreases the quality of 
the wine.  

For this reason, higher end labels 
concerned about any risk of smoke 
taint will simply choose not to 
harvest their crop. Mid-range 
wineries might choose to harvest if 
the grape tests check out OK, or if 
they realize down the line that there 
is taint they may try to treat it. 

“The most effective (treatment) 
has been shown to 
be activated 
charcoal, basically 
carbon. The thing 
with carbon is it 
lacks specificity so it 
takes out the volatile 
phenols but it will 
also remove some 
color, it will remove 
some body, it will 
remove some 
tannins and it will 
remove some of the 
compounds that we 
see as positive,” 
Oberholster said. 

Other treatments 
include reverse 

osmosis. Osmosis is the process 
where solvent molecules — 
molecules that have the ability to 
dissolve into other molecules — pass 
through a semipermeable membrane.  

A treatment mostly used for 
alcohol reduction can also sometimes 
treat taint. 

From a winemaker’s perspective, 
Moshin said, “There are a lot of 
different opinions about what you 
can do — fast ferments, lighter 
presses — to minimize the damage to 
a wine.” 

Oberholster said if you’re treating 
a low-impact wine then the treatment 
is done at a low level so the overall 
impact of both the taint and the 
treatment is minimal. High impact 
wine would have to be treated so 
much that by the time you treat it 
there probably wouldn’t be a wine 
left.    

If someone asks Oberholster 
whether their grapes are OK or not, 
she said it is almost impossible to say 
if the taint impact is low or high. 

“The (test) numbers may say it is 
fine but people will ask me if a 
distance from the fire will make it 

safe and it is not a proximity thing 
because we’ve seen vineyards that 
are very close to a fire but the wind 
direction was in the opposite 
direction and a vineyard 40 miles 
down the road could be way more 
impacted if the smoke goes straight 
for them,” she said. “It is not that 
simple. It is a really complex 
question. Although I tell vineyards if 
you had smoke you may potentially 
be impacted so test your grapes. The 
highest risk is really fresh smoke. 
The older the smoke gets the less risk 
there is.”     

 
Moving forward with the 2020 

vintage 
Last year the Kincade Fire also 

occurred late in the picking season, 
so Moshin didn’t have any issue with 
smoke taint, however, this year with 
the Walbridge Fire, there are two lots 
of wine that have sustained damage. 

“I am assessing the damage to the 
wine because smoke taint is 
something that can increase, 
especially after bottling, so we’ll 
probably send out and get some 
measurements on the damage and 
decide what to do with these two 
small lots of wine,” he said.  

For Moshin, who’s spent 42 years 
in the winemaking industry, the 
smoke taint issue brings an element 
of experimentation to the process. 

“Now I have these couple of lots 
that I am going to play around with 
and see what to do. You have to roll 
with the punches and make some 
decisions that are going to minimize 
your risk,” he said. 

There are several laboratories 
that offer grape analysis service, but 
the nearest one is ETS Laboratories 
in St. Helena, which has been 
conducting wine analysis since 1978. 

“The equipment required for the 
analysis of smoke impact markers is 
called GC/MS (gas chromatography 
Mass Spectroscopy) and GC/MSMS 
QQQ (gas chromatography Mass 
Spectroscopy triple quad). These 
instruments are highly complex and 
expensive, and require very 
specialized folks to run them,” said 
Gordon Burns of ETS Laboratories. 
“Also critical is that sample 
handling, preparation and analysis 
techniques necessary to obtain 
actionable data are very specific to 
wine grapes and wine. We have 
worked since 2008 perfecting such 
techniques and on developing a team 
of analysts skilled in the 
implementation of them.” 

The ETS instruments have shifted 
their capacity to analysis of smoke 
related markers and they work seven 
days a week, 24 hours a day. 

There are other laboratories, such 
as the Australian Wine Research 
Institute Commercial Services 
Division, that also offer versions of 
the ETS analysis.  

Burns and Oberholster both said it 
is way too early to tell what the 
smoke impact will be from the 
Walbridge Fire. 

“The current fires cover a very 
wide area, but only a tiny fraction of 
that area is planted to wine grapes. 
Every location is different, and 
smoke exposure may be transitory 
and as little as none at all. Any fire 
impacts will certainly not be to the 
entire vintage in any of the affected 
winegrowing regions. It is far too 
early for anyone to speculate as to 
the extent of impact in areas where 
smoke was persistent,” Burns said. 

 
Facing the future of wildfires 

The California wildfire season 
isn’t over and the latest series of 
gargantuan fires will not be the last, 
but trying to reduce the risk of smoke 
taint from future fires can be 
difficult. 

“You can maybe prune differently 
so you can harvest earlier. The 
earlier you harvest the less chance 
you have of fires. But saying that, 
some of the best vintages have been 
ones that have later harvests,” 
Moshin said. 

That tactic has its drawbacks 
though, according to Moshin.  

If you decide to harvest earlier you 
could be shooting yourself in the foot. 
On one hand, an early harvest can 
reduce smoke taint risk, yet avoiding 
a late harvest could mean you do not 
get the highest possible quality of 
fruit. 

Moshin said moving forward, 
they’ll have to get creative to get 
through the year ahead. 

“It’s a very tough time. We are 
going to have to be creative to 
survive the year forward,” he said. 

Threat of smoke taint looms for 2020 vintage
The invisible devastation of wildfires:

Photo courtesy Amber Moshin 
UNLOADING HARVEST — Rick Moshin unloaded the last of the Pinot Noir grapes harvested from his Estate Vineyards on 
Sept. 10. Smoke issues were just beginning to become a concern but these grapes were harvested before the smoke 
settled heavily into the region. 

“I tell vineyards 
if you had 
smoke you may 
potentially be 
impacted, so 
test your 
grapes.” 

Anita Oberholster
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We salute our local farmers, workers and our local 
ag community for another Harvest well done

1345 Healdsburg Avenue (at Dry Creek Road) Healdsburg, CA 95448  • Phone: 707-433-7151 
Monday through Sunday 7am-7pm • www.bigjohnsmarket.com

We are proud to 
provide a sampling of 
Harvest Fair medal 
wines, olive oils, 
breads and desserts. 
We appreciate the 
continued cooperation 
by everyone during 
these COVID-19 times. 
 

Shopping with 
us is a prize-

winning 
experience!

By Camille Escovedo 
Staff Writer 
 

Sonoma County is not out of 
fire season yet, but small 
farmers are taking note of the 
changing climate and 
embracing regenerative 
agriculture. 

The aim of regenerative 
agriculture practices like 
reducing tillage, plant waste, 
pesticides and chemical 
fertilizers is to build the 
resiliency of a farm’s 
ecosystem to reclaim 
complexity lost to the fall of 
biodiversity and sequester 
more carbon into the soil. 
Ultimately, the purpose is to 
reverse some greenhouse gas 
emissions contributed to by 
the industry.  

But farmers contend with 
the fact that practices 
promoting viable ecosystems 
may not promote the most 
viable business plan under 
current economic conditions.  

 
Sustainability based in 
farm interdependence 
Lavender harvest season is 

over at Susan Kegley’s Bees N 
Blooms farm nestled near the 
base of Taylor Mountain 
Regional Park in Santa Rosa. 
The co-owner and her staff will 
pick up the flowers drying in a 
barn since August to be de-
budded for distillation over 
winter.  

The 11-acre farm specializes 
in lavender, honey and 
vegetable produce. Kegley said 
the organic farm harvests 
honey at various times of the 
year, but after a very dry 
winter and a hot summer, the 
six beehives she supports have 
had little to forage. There are 
fewer beehives than last year 
and the farm hasn’t harvested 
any honey at all this year.  

Kegley, a chemist, 
established Bees N Blooms 
with her husband in 2016 to 
practice regenerative farming 
and restore habitats for 
pollinators after learning 
about commercial beekeeping 
and factors of hive health 
through her environmental 
consulting firm, the Pesticide 
Research Institute.  

She said the farm’s 
regenerative practices work to 
rebuild organic matter in soil 
left acidic and calcium-
deficient by a previous dairy 

farmer, cultivating microbial 
life within. Tilling the soil as 
little as possible and 
introducing cattle with 
rotational grazing allows a 
more robust microbiome to 
develop and pull atmospheric 
carbon dioxide, a greenhouse 
gas, into the soil as a nutrient 
for plants, she explained.  

Kegley’s practices promote 
an interdependence of the 
farm’s ecosystem to let nature 
do most of the work, she said. 
Flowers and red flowering 
gum trees support bees and 
other pollinators, while other 
plants support insects that 
prey on pests for a pesticide-
free environment. Ducks, 
geese and chickens provide 
naturally fertilized manure, 
and rotating vegetables and 
cover crops diversify life 
underground, she said.  

“The ducks are our slug 
management team, and they 
wander the rows and pick the 
slugs up,” Kegley said.  

“I think one of our 
innovations, a new thing that 
we’ve tried over time — we 
always have a lot of plant 
waste. So when you’re done 
with an annual crop or you’re 
pruning back a perennial crop, 
you have lots of stuff. Plant 
material, right?” she said. She 
said they decided to turn some 
flower beds into compost beds, 
cover them and add the duck 
and chicken manure, some 
duck bedding and mostly let 
the rains come.  

“And then we take the 
cover off in the spring and it’s 
this amazing compost, 
amazing soil and it’s right on 
the bed where you want it,” 
Kegley said, with compost to 
spare. “Not all the stuff is 
broken down, but that stuff is 
like gold and it takes your clay 
and turns it into this really 
incredible soil that you have to 
work with.”  

Kegley’s husband also 
directed water into a 
depression in the land to 
create a pond that draws in 
baby ducks, great blue herons, 
great white egrets, jackrabbits 
and other creatures seeking 
refuge in the weeds growing 
around the pond.  

But while these practices 
for cultivating biodiversity 
may be a more ecologically-
friendly approach to farming, 
Kegley said it’s a hard sell for 

small farmers trying to stay 
economically sustainable.  

“Probably more important 
in terms of sustainability is 
that it’s really hard to make a 
living farming,” she said. “And 
people who are trying to take 
care of the land, you know, it’s 
hard to — if you’re competing 
with someone who’s got a 
thousand acres of whatever, or 
even a hundred acres of 
whatever — they have an 
efficiency of scale that you 
don’t have for a small farm.” 

She said the coronavirus 
shutdowns revealed how 
fragile food systems were, as 
the meatpacking industry took 
a hit and restaurants stopped 
buying vegetables, putting 
small farmers out of business. 
Chemical companies 
presenting pesticides and 
fertilizers to farmers trying to 
compete also challenge efforts 
to transition to regenerative 
agriculture, she said.  

“If you want someone to do 
something new, it will take 
energy, time and money. And 
if you don’t have all three of 
those things, you’re not going 
to be able to do it,” she said. 
Kegley said aside from a few 
powerful advocates for 

changing ways, farmers are 
mostly pressured to continue 
the traditional farming 
methods they’ve always done. 

“So, it’s not as organized as 
a corporate advertising 
schema. And people are 
influenced by those things,” 
she said. 

 
Community-supported 

agriculture 
Green Valley Farm + Mill 

in Sebastopol consists of 
several farming operations in 
a collective. Farmers and staff 
promote a model of land 
stewardship that involves 
actively building a 
relationship with local 
communities through its 
Community Supported 
Agriculture program, where 
members can help farm the 
land and pick up harvested 
produce directly, its website 
said.  

Temra Costa, one of six co-
founders of Green Valley Farm 
+ Mill said, “Essentially, we’ve 
gotten to a point where it’s no 
longer survivable if we don’t 
take immediate action to 
address the urgency of our 
warming climate, and carbon 
sequestration is one of our 

biggest opportunities.” 
Co-founder Aubrie Maze 

owns and operates the 
Bramble Tail Homestead 
where she and her partner run 
a rotational grazing program 
with cattle. She said the farms 
were recipients of California’s 
Healthy Soils Initiative, a 
program run through the 
California Department of Food 
and Agriculture to fund 
farmers’ transition to 
regenerative agriculture. Maze 
said this helped fund their 
ideal land-tending practices, 
like compost application and 
adding hedgerows. 

Costa said the compost 
application and minimal tilling 
would kickstart soil microbial 
systems so water-holding 
capacity would increase over 
time to sequester more carbon. 
She said their land 
management focused on 
increasing water, biodiversity 
and carbon-sinking capacity to 
reduce fuel loads for fires and 
fortify crop fields, planting 
cover crops to hearten the soil.  

Costa said she believes 
Green Valley Farm + Mill 
demonstrates how diverse 
farming operations can 
support a local community.  

“I think what COVID has 
really shown us is that large 
distribution networks are not 
the most robust or resilient 
answer to feeding people,” she 
said.  

Costa and Maze 
acknowledged controversy 
among environmentalists who 
sometimes disagree on the 
potential capacity for 
agriculture to sequester the 
amount some say is possible 
through its practices. Costa 
said agriculture is both a 
major contributor to and a 
major solution to reducing 
atmospheric carbon, but that it 
was short-sighted to fixate 
purely on numerical 
projections without 
considering the nuances of 
ecosystems with different soil 
types.  

Unique among farms, 
Green Valley Farm + Mill’s 
approach also openly 
considers what an ethical 
relationship to the land means 
for a majority-white 
landowning collective on 
grounds originally stewarded 
by Southern Pomo, Kashia and 
Coast Miwok peoples whose 

Farmers focus on regenerative agriculture

Photo Craig Tyler, courtesy Bees N Blooms 
THE VIEW FROM ABOVE — An eastern view of the Bees N Blooms farm near the foot of Taylor Mountain in the Santa Rosa Plain in 
September 2020.

See Farmers page 5 
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Indigenous descendents still 
live in the area, Costa said.  

“It’s hard to undo however 
many generations of 
industrialized agriculture that 
has been happening on this 
land,” Maze said.  

It’s not easy to re-introduce 
perennial grasses, she said, 
when annual grasses tend to 
dominate the seed bank in the 
soil.  

Costa said the conversation 
of environmentally-conscious 
farming was much bigger and 
more encompassing than 
carbon. Regenerative 
agriculture tends to overlook 
conversations of equity, how 
white-led, owned and operated 
farms may be unfairly favored 
over farmers of color in 
investment opportunities 
allocating resources to 
transition to regenerative 
practices, she said.  

It is time for farmers to 
question how white people can 
acknowledge and honor the 
Indigenous history and 
practices of land stewardship, 
Costa said, and understand 
there is more to doing the right 
thing with land than 
producing food or carbon 
sequestration capacity.  

“This is an opportunity to 
not continue to invest in the 
systems that have benefited 
from colonialism and white 
supremacy culture, but to 
really take a hard look at how 
we can make these systems 
more equitable,” Costa said.  

She said this was especially 
relevant when realizing Latinx 
workers are the backbone of 
the food system in Sonoma 
County, where Indigenous 
people still live.  

Costa said Green Valley 
Farm + Mill makes monthly 
donations to local efforts like 
the Graton Day Labor Center 
and the California Indian 
Museum, but that she wanted 
to do more to build a 
relationship with the 
Indigenous descendents in the 
area.  

Costa also said moving to 
regenerative agriculture and 
other holistic, just land 
practices is challenging 
because farmers are trapped in 
a cycle of extractive capitalism 
and competition for land 
access with the wine industry. 

“As someone who makes 
the primary fortune of my 
income from farming, it’s a 
dance and a balance of how do 
we be on land in a good way 
and maybe working toward 
this eye for building vibrancy 
and diversity on the 
landscape,” Maze said, in 
agreement. “And also be 
trying to produce food for our 
community in a way that is not 
extractive, and is within a 
context of a country that has 
never valued the true cost of 
food.”  

 
The push and pull of 

economic pressure and 
stewardship 

Small farmers can gain 
support in transitioning to 
regenerative, carbon-sinking 
agriculture and lowering their 
use of synthetic pesticides and 
fertilizers from Community 
Alliance with Family Farmers 
(CAFF). But it’s still an uphill 
battle surviving in a market 
where degrading practices are 
more profitable, according to 
Evan Wiig, director of 
membership and 
communications at CAFF.  

“Unfortunately, we live 
within a capitalistic system 
that prioritizes and 
incentivizes exploitation of 
our natural resources, of 
people, and if a game is rigged 
from the get-go, you can’t 
assume that the players 
simply need to play better. 
Right? And right now, farmers 
are playing within a game that 
rewards them for degrading 
our natural resources, for 
exploiting labor or at least 
paying wages that are not 
living wages,” he said. 

Meanwhile, burning fossil 
fuels continues to release high 
concentrations of carbon into 
the atmosphere at rates people 
cannot keep up with, driving 
fluctuations in temperature, 
weather, and in California, 
increased fire risk, according 
to Wiig. 

Wiig said western Sonoma 
County farms demonstrate 
many environmentally-
friendly practices, but the 
approach is still not common 
among the vast majority of 
farmers who need financial 
support and incentives like 
California’s Healthy Soils 
Initiative, to build up 
composting, incorporate 

hedgerows and reduce tillage.  
“These are our land 

stewards, these are the folks 
who are working intimately 
with natural cycles of water 
and soil health and 
pollinators,” he said. “They 
really are the deepest 
connection that we as a society 
have to the natural world, and 
if we can’t invest in those, then 
we really don’t stand a chance 
at the coming changes and 
fluctuations in our climate and 
our ecosystems that are 
already starting to wreak 
havoc.” 

Like Kegley, Costa and 
Maze, he said economic 
pressures to stay in business at 
all prevent small farmers from 
adopting regenerative 
agriculture, especially since 
the practices can take years to 
show results.  

“And if you’re a farm, and 
you’re literally operating on a 
month-to-month basis 
knowing that if you miss one 
of two markets, you’re going to 
be in the red, it’s pretty hard to 

make investments that are 
long term,” he said. “Even if 
it’s the right thing to do, both 
economically and ecologically 
and for our society.”   

Wiig said the learning 
curve of regenerative 
agriculture also challenges 
farmers, while industrial 
practices offer straightforward 
answers. “You buy a pesticide, 
you read the back of the bottle, 
you do what it says. You buy a 
big fancy automated tractor, 
you read the instruction 
manual and you do what it 
says,” Wiig said. 

He continued, “But they are 
operating in a system that has 
rewarded them, and also has 
penalized them from doing the 
right thing.”  

Wiig said farmers are 
locked in a race to the bottom 
like other industries, where 
the most successful owners 
compete by lowering 
conditions for the product and 
for the people laboring to 
make the goods. 

FARMERS: Learning curve can be challenging

Photos courtesy Green Valley Farm + Mill 
ALL TOGETHER — Farmers of Green Valley Community Farm tend to annual vegetables for their Community Supported 
Agriculture program. Green Valley Farm + Mill consists of several farms in a collective.

GRAZING — Jersey cows rotationally graze the grasslands of 
Bramble Tail Homestead to replicate historical, natural grazing 
patterns that preserve biodiversity and grass health.

Continued from page 4 
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CONSULT WITH THE EXPERT WHO KNOWS YOUR LOCAL MARKET

Graham Sarasy
With more than 28 years experience in real estate, my specialization is sales of unique

esidences, luxury estates, ranches, vineyards and investment properties. A resident of

ealdsburg since 1997, I am intimately familiar with the local property market and am

nown in real estate circles as the consummate professional. I bring integrity, honesty

nd a commitment for excellence with each sales transaction.

Call me if you are considering selling.

707.431.8822

raham.sarasy@sothebysrealty.com

By Zoë Strickland 
Staff Writer 

 
The end of the line for the cannabis 

harvest — the sale of cannabis — has 
shifted throughout the county over 
the past year. At a time where people 
are seeing elevated levels of anxiety, 
insomnia and other mental health 
impacts of life during a pandemic, 
folks may be more interested in trying 
out cannabis products, and local 
dispensaries have been working to 
meet their consumers the best they 
can.  

Dispensaries in Cloverdale and 
Sebastopol have both started to 
deliver products, as well as meet with 
customers in new ways. At Red Door 
Remedies, a tent was set up in the 
parking lot to accommodate shoppers 
until the store opened for in-person 
purchasing. At Solful, folks can order 
for pick-up, make an appointment for 
a cannabis consultation and now shop 
socially distanced inside the store. 

“It’s been a ride. As you can 
imagine, being told in the beginning 
that we (cannabis businesses) had all 
of these laws to follow — now we’re 
selling weed in the parking lot,” said 
Jammie King, co-owner of Red Door 
Remedies in Cloverdale. “We’ve been 
lucky. I think being considered 
essential was the right move.” 

Declaring cannabis an “essential 
business” at the start of the pandemic 
meant that dispensaries could stay 
operational while a large number of 
other businesses throughout the 
county were closed due to the 
county’s shelter-in-place orders. 
Though they could still be open, 
businesses had to pivot to pick-up 
orders and more. 

 
The switch between pick-up 

and in-person 
“When shelter-in-place first came 

into effect we understood that we 
needed to figure out a way to continue 
to provide people access to cannabis, 
because we were deemed an essential 
business and so many of our 
customers are reliant on cannabis 
each and every day to manage their 
happiness,” said Eli Melrod, co-owner 
of Solful.  

Up until recently, Red Door had 
been operating as pick-up only for 
clients and, earlier this month, started 
offering delivery and slowly started 
opening the inside of the shop, since 
customers expressed interest in going 
in. Along with that came working on a 
stronger website and developing a 
new online ordering system. 

“For the last six or seven months, 
we’ve been carrying everything out to 
the parking lot so nobody’s been 
coming into the store,” said Red Door 
co-owner Diana Schraner.  

In addition to the parking lot, the 
shop’s website has essentially become 
the new storefront, she said.  

While Red Door is joining handfuls 
of other dispensaries in offering 
delivery, they’re just getting up and 
running. Delivery will be offered for 
the communities that tend to drive up 
and shop at the dispensary already — 
they’re planning on delivering south 
to Windsor and north to Hopland. 
Their strongest customer base, 
however, is still local customers. 

“It’s really a neighborhood weed 
store. The regulars are the locals — 
it’s just like stopping at your coffee 
shop,” King said. 

“We pivoted to curbside pick-up 
only right at the beginning of the 
shelter-in-place order and at the time 
we had never done express pick-up 
and we had only done in-store,” 
Melrod said. “Our whole model was 
basically about our in-store 
experience. We’re pretty well known 
in Sonoma County for the education 
and knowledge of our team. Folks 
come from all over to ask questions 
and figure out what’s the right 
product for sleep or stress or 
whatever it may be. We’ve always 
been really focused on having people 
actually come into the store. 

“All of a sudden when it was like 
‘Wow, we aren’t allowed to do that 
any more,’ we basically within 24 
hours deployed an online ordering 
system, began doing curbside pick-up 
on the first day of shelter in place and 
subsequently invested and improved 
our e-commerce infrastructure right 
away,” Melrod said. 

From there, the company launched 
a delivery component, transferred 
curbside pick-up to an express pick-up 
model and, digging back into its root 
mission, launched phone and online 
consultations with the Solful team 
where people could sign up and talk to 
staff about finding the right products 
for them.  

“Here we are now with in-store 
back open with social distancing and 
all of the necessary safety protocols … 
and then also are still running express 
pick-up, delivery and the online 
consultations,” he said. 

Like Red Door, all of these changes 
were on the map for Solful when it 
opened in 2017 and despite the 
unconventional way it had to 
introduce them, Melrod said that 

online ordering, delivery and virtual 
consultations are here to stay.  

 
Is cannabis use increasing? 
According to King, Red Door has 

seen a slight dip in business since the 
COVID-19 pandemic began, but is also 
serving a wider variety of people, 
many of which are local senior 
citizens. 

“We’ve got a lot of new customers. 
The fear and the anxiety causes lack 
of sleep and we’ve been a huge go-to in 
that department. It’s kind of been 
nice. We’ve garnered some new 
clients and been able to have the 
discussion because we’re seeing them 
face-to-face in the parking lot,” King 
said. 

According to a June study from the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), 40.9% of United 
States adults surveyed reported 
increased adverse mental or 
behavioral health conditions, such as 
anxiety, as well as suicidal ideation 
and increased substance use. The 
prevalence of anxiety symptoms was 
three times worse than what was 
reported in the second quarter of 2019, 
the study states.  

Another study published in 
September from The University of 
Miami, The University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill, The University 
of Texas and State University of New 
York, Brooklyn found that of the 
participants surveyed with pre-
existing mental health disorders, 
medicinal cannabis use increased by 
91%. 

“Most people are looking for sleep 
and stress relief and anti-anxiety 
(products). They just want to relax 
and they just want to sleep,” Schraner 
said. “We’ve had a lot more people 
looking for that.” 

“Through COVID what’s emerged 
is that I feel like people are definitely 
feeling more stressed out, they’re 
looking for alternatives for that,” 
Melrod said. “People are buying more 
CBD products and other things to help 
manage stress, and I also think that 
people are just thinking a lot about 
their health in general — and 
cannabis, there’s a lot of different uses 
for it whether it’s managing 
inflammation, managing stress, 
helping folks get to sleep better at 
night.  

“People are looking for alternatives 
for drinking alcohol; we’ve seen a 
huge increase in cannabis beverage 
consumption. We’ve heard from 
customers: ‘Hey, I’ve been stuck at 
home so much and we started having 

a glass of wine a few more nights a 
week and we said we should cut down 
on our drinking.’ So, I think there’s a 
lot of factors going on, but the 
amalgamation of all of those different 
phenomena has equated to us having 
stronger sales numbers than we’ve 
ever had,” he continued. 

 
Ups and downs of an 
‘unprecedented’ year 

Red Door and Solful experienced 
nearly opposite fiscal impacts as a 
result of the pandemic. 

“In the very beginning, people 
were stocking up. When people got 
their stimulus checks, we had people 
buying in bulk,” Schraner said.  

Now, however, Red Door has seen 
a slight decrease in sales.  

“I think there are some folks who 
are still really scared, and they really 
don’t know the best way to go about it 
— no matter how they purchase, they 
have to come in contact with 
someone. Those folks are actually 
starting to pop up and call in and ask 
questions … they don’t want to open 
their windows in the parking lot, they 
want us to pop open their trunk and 
take the money and then open the 
trunk and put the product in,” King 
said. 

While a slight decrease in 
customers could be due to more 
people being on unemployment, the 
owners of Red Door said that it could 
also be attributed to the number of 
people in Cloverdale who grow their 
own cannabis, since the crop is in the 
middle of its harvest. 

In Sebastopol, Solful experienced 
the opposite.  

Melrod said that at the very 
beginning of shelter in place, shop 
sales were down nearly 40% but 
started picking up a few weeks later 
and by June, the shop was back at its 
pre-COVID sales numbers. 

“Actually, the third quarter of this 
year was a record-breaking quarter 
for us,” he said. “We’ve never actually 
had more business than we had just 
closing out the third quarter. I think 
that’s a combination of a couple 
factors — I think our business today is 
much more dynamic because we have 
all of these new service models and 
we’re actually able to much better 
serve our customers than we were 
able to before. In a kind of weird way, 
COVID was kind of a forcing function 
for us to get good and competent at 
things that we had planned to do 
someday but had to do overnight.” 

When it comes to changes brought 
on by COVID-19, Schraner said that 

one of the biggest challenges the store 
is facing managing staff while people 
are out waiting on results from virus 
tests. 

 
Will there be an impact to the 

crop? 
“We hit harvest this year and with 

the fires and with the smoke and with 
COVID in general, with the vendors 
and the growers losing bodies, I’m 
curious to see what the impact is 
going to be for us in the next couple of 
months,” King said. “Just like the 
wine industry dropping grapes, we 
have quite a few farms dropping 
cannabis. I think it’s going to be a 
different story in the next couple of 
months.” 

Schraner voiced concern for 
cannabis crops that have been hit 
with ashes, since ash and water can 
result in the creation of lye. She said 
that that concern is magnified by the 
rigorous testing process for cannabis 
products.  

“Outdoor crops that were exposed 
to all of this smoke and ash — is that 
going to show up in some of this 
testing and not pass?” Schraner said. 

Local testing labs did not respond 
to Sonoma West Publishers’ inquiries 
about cannabis testing outlooks. 

If there is an impact to cannabis 
crops, Schraner said that Red Door 
likely won’t see any hiccups in 
product until around December. 

Melrod on the other hand, is 
hopeful.  

“Rather than going to a distributor, 
we source farm-direct … 100% of what 
we carry is from small, sun-grown 
farms in northern California. We have 
really strong relationships with some 
of our farm partners and we have 
farm partners all over northern 
California. The initial reports we’re 
hearing both in terms of the data, 
because people are now beginning to 
get stuff tested, as well as anecdotally 
from the harvest is that it’s actually 
going to be an exceptional harvest this 
year,” he said. “While my heart goes 
out to folks who were directly 
impacted, we know some folks in our 
network where their farm faced fires 
and they had crops burn. I still think 
there’s going to be an exceptional 
cannabis harvest because the Indian 
summers so to speak that we’ve had, 
beautiful weather into October, those 
are actual phenomenal harvest 
conditions.” 

Melrod said that one of the shop's 
suppliers in the Sonoma Valley is 
expecting one of its best cannabis 
crops that they’ve ever had. 

Local dispensaries adapt to a new way of business
Cannabis and COVID:



By Zoë Strickland 
Staff Writer 

 
For many local food 

growers, a decrease in 
restaurant patrons means a 
decrease in food demand. To 
help make up for a dip in 
demand, farmers have relied on 
local farmers markets as well 
as the creation of food boxes to 
help make up for lost revenue.  

“The farm totally shifted 
gears as soon as the shelter in 
place was issued and COVID 
became a known threat to the 
community. All of the 
restaurants closed, which was 
about 50% of my business, so I 
had to think quick on my feet 
and figure out how I was going 
to continue as a farm selling the 
product that I knew, that I 
thought was going to be 
restaurants and now had to find 
a place for that to go,” said 
Rebecca Bozzelli, owner of 
Lantern Farm in Cloverdale. 

The 3-acre Lantern Farm 
typically supplies food to a 
handful of restaurants in 
Cloverdale, Geyserville and 
Healdsburg, as well as one 
restaurant in Boonville. The 
farm has also worked with 
food-hub and farmer 
cooperative FEED (Farmers 
Exchange of Earthly Delights) 
Sonoma, which helps distribute 
food from local farms to 
restaurants, work campuses, its 
recently-launched FEED Bin 
and other areas. 

Bozzelli said that her 

relationship with FEED 
Sonoma slowed down when she 
decided to launch a food box for 
Cloverdale. 

“I totally thought, ‘OK I need 
to reach out to the community,’ 
and I started the farm boxes,” 
she said.  

Bozzelli then reached out to 
Shannon Moore from The 
Flour Girl and started Farm + 
Flour, a local delivery box for 
folks in Cloverdale. While the 
farm boxes primarily started 
out with produce from Lantern 
Farm and baked goods from 
Moore, it quickly grew into a 
way of re-envisioning 
Cloverdale’s farmers market, 
which was canceled for the 
season.  

“The farm box has been 
great, it’s totally filled in the 
hole of the restaurants,” she 
said about how Farm + Flour 
has helped her farm. 

Bozzelli said that in addition 
to the farm boxes, she still 
participates in Santa Rosa’s 
Saturday farmers market and 
she does still have some 
restaurants purchasing 
produce, “But definitely not as 
much and they’re not buying as 
much as they normally would, 
because they’re not open and 
they don’t have as much turn-
over with business,” she said. 

Adapting to create food 
boxes also meant revamping 
what Bozzelli grows on the 
farm. 

“Once I decided and 
committed to the farm box for 

the season, I thought about it 
and I changed up my planting 
schedule and I planted more 
things. With the farm box what 
I didn’t want to happen is to be 
giving people the same 
vegetables every week,” she 
said. “I thought about what as a 
farm box member I would want 
to get.” 

While the process of 
switching up what she plants 
and adding in a more diverse 
set of crops was a learning 
experience, Bozzelli said that it 
was fun getting to take a risk 
with certain vegetables that she 
hadn’t grown a lot of before. 

Now, about one-third of 
Lantern Farm’s produce goes to 
restaurants, one-third goes to 
the farm box and one-third goes 
to the farmers market. Bozzelli 
said that while she foresees 
restaurant demand for produce 
increasing eventually, she 
wants to keep the farm box as a 
staple for her business. 

One of the people who have 
products in Farm + Flour is 
Duncan Soldner, one-third of 
the triad behind Gourmet 
Growers, a mushroom growing 
operation throughout the area. 
Soldner sells mushrooms 
primarily in north county and 
operates locally under the 
name Duncan’s Mushrooms.  

Gourmet Growers is deemed 
a certified producer by the 
California Department of 
Agriculture, which means it’s 
allowed to represent up to two 
other certified producers at 

farmers markets. According to 
Soldner, Gourmet Growers also 
represents Gourmet 
Mushrooms of Sebastopol and 
Premier Mushrooms from 
Colusa at farmers markets in 
Cloverdale, Healdsburg, 
Windsor, Santa Rosa, 
Petaluma, Sonoma, Sebastopol 
and Forestville. They also 
distribute mushrooms to 
restaurants in all of those 
areas, as well as Graton.  

Soldner said that a decrease 
in food demand from 
businesses impacted him in the 
first few weeks of the pandemic, 
but that the increase in farmers 
market customers has resulted 
in farmers market sales 
doubling from what they were 
last year.  

“Grocery sales have 
increased during the shelter in 
place since folks were eating at 
home instead of at 
restaurants,” Soldner said. He 
provides mushrooms to grocers 
in Healdsburg and Cloverdale. 
“For similar reasons, farmers 
market sales took up the rest of 
the restaurant downturn …  
Market customers, seeking a 
socially sanctioned event to 
meet-and-mingle (at six foot 
distances), have flocked to 
farmers markets in record 
numbers. Sales at all of our 
Certified Farmers' Markets are 
double what they were last 
year. The result is that our 
weekly pounds sold is the same 
as last year.” 

While increased market 
sales are good news for the 
moment, it means that business 
may start to go down once 
market season ends.  

“However, when most of the 
markets shut down for the 
winter, if restaurants are still 
operating under reduced 
capacity regulations, we expect 
to see sales reduce,” he said. 

“Fortunately, we are all semi-
retired, so our plan is just to cut 
back production to expected 
demand levels and wait out the 
winter until the farmers 
markets reopen in spring. Our 
income will fall, but so will our 
production costs as we cut back 
on growing materials, packing 
materials and delivery 
expenses.” 

On a larger level, FEED 
Sonoma is working with 
organic farms throughout the 
region to help distribute food to 
a variety of areas. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, FEED was 
100% wholesale, selling produce 
to retailers like Oliver’s, 
caterers, restaurants and 
corporate campus kitchens 
throughout the Bay Area. Once 
shelter-in-place orders began to 
be issued, 95% of their 
wholesale accounts closed due 
to not being able to operate. 
Even now, FEED is seeing 30-
40% of its usual revenue from 
wholesale clients.  

In March, the food-hub 
launched a food bin program 
that grew rapidly and has since 
started to level off. It’s the bin, 
and a deepening relationship 
with local stores like Oliver’s, 
that have saved FEED over the 
past year, said FEED co-
founder Tim Page. 

“There’s always a knee-jerk 
reaction when a crisis hits 
where people are clamoring to 
make sure — it’s just like the 
toilet paper phenomenon — 
where COVID hit and everyone 
cleared the shelves of toilet 
paper. The same thing 
happened with the FEED Bin 
program. We had this real 
incredible initial spike of 
growth,” said Page. After the 
bin’s launch, FEED went from 
producing 300 bins of produce 
per week to 1,500 in the span of 
three weeks. 

“That’s what we want,” he 
said. “We want people to 
completely support the local 
food system because without 
that support, there is no food 
system.” 

Once the dust around the 
pandemic settled and folks 
started to get into a rhythm, the 
number of people requesting 
bins leveled off and FEED is 
now producing around 1,000 
bins per week.  

Page said that, while he’s 
grateful for the support they’ve 
received, they’re equipped to 
produce around 3,000 FEED 
Bins per week. “We’ve been 
operating at about 33% capacity 
the whole season, which has 
been fine, it keeps the ball 
rolling and it pays the bills. But 
ultimately, from the farm 
community perspective, it 
would be nice to see even 
deeper support that does 
continue as well.” 

Since its inception, FEED 
has been working to try and 
promote a farmer-centric way 
of consuming food that puts 
locally grown organic food at 
the forefront, rather than a 
consumer-centric food model 
that results in retailers 
stocking items on the shelf 
because they know they’ll sell 
rather than because it’s grown 
locally and sustainably.  

FEED’s recent switch to a 
cooperative ownership, 
combined with the increased 
support for the FEED Bin, will 
give the farm community more 
foundational support, Page 
said. 

“Occurrences like COVID 
and like the fires that we had 
this season — while we have 
nothing but empathy for 
anybody who’s been suffering 
through these things, my heart 
goes out to anybody who’s been 
suffering — it’s also a 
tremendous opportunity for the 
farm community to actually 
have the food system that 
they’ve always wanted,” he 
said.  

“You’re promoting 
ecological stewardship and 
you’re engaging directly with 
the public to say, ‘we are the 
farmers that are going to feed 
you and we are going to help 
heal the ecosystem,’” he said.  

The key to long-term 
success, however, lies with the 
fact that at the heart of 
agriculture is a willingness to 
adapt.  

“I’ve seen a lot of farms have 
put up pumpkin patches this 
year as another way to bring 
business to their farm, where 
I’ve never seen those farms do 
something like that before, so 
it’s interesting. People are 
definitely thinking much more 
out of the box,” Bozzelli said. 

“Eventually COVID will 
become something in the 
rearview mirror, but when that 
happens we need people to stay 
connected to the farm 
community,” Page said. “That’s 
simply the foundation of a 
healthy society, and it also 
allows us to be ready for the 
next crisis, which is going to 
come.” 
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Photo courtesy Rebecca Bozzelli 
ON THE FARM — As Lantern Farm owner Rebecca Bozzelli began creating farm boxes, she switched up the produce grown on the farm — a process she said was challenging, but rewarding. 
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Farms find ways to get excess food to consumers
Thinking inside the box:
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Photos Sarah Bradbury 
SOCIAL DISTANCING — As part of the COVID-19 protocols at Foggy River Farm near Healdsburg, the pumpkin patch is designed for visitors to pick out their favorite pumpkins during  
pre-reserved time slots while staying distant from others. According to its website (foggyriverfarm.org), the 2020 pumpkin patch is now closed for the year.

TAKE YOUR PICK — Jin Cheng of Mountain View looks through a selection of complimentary gourds during a masked-up visit to 
Foggy River Farm with his parents Hao and Cathy Cheng and brother Kai.

KID OF THE CORN — Liv Hollander of Windsor wanders through 
the cornfield at Foggy River Farm.

PUMPKIN PICKINGS — Jason Roberts with son Bennett hauls a wagon full of 
freshly picked pumpkins from Foggy River Farm in time for Halloween.

GOOD GOURD — Madison Hollander shows off his pick of 
an interesting looking gourd.

TABLE OF SQUASH — A colorful Cucurbita family display of 
squash, gourds and pumpkins greets visitors at the farm.

SPOOKY FALL FARM — During the fall season, visitors can peruse a vast assortment of squash in addition to late apple varieties at Hale’s Apple Farm in Sebastopol. In the weeks leading up to 
Halloween, the farm has erected clothed skeleton scarecrows around the field of gourds.

October on the Farm
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As wildfires rage across 

the state, and much of the 
west, farmers of all kinds 
have had to learn how to 
manage the effects of those 
fires. Sometimes, that means 
caring for animals burned or 
injured in fires, but even 
those who escape the flames 
can be left damaged or 
injured by heavy smoke and 
ash. 

According to the 
University of California 
Davis, just like humans, 
animals can suffer from the 
unhealthy air containing 
wildfire smoke and 
particulates. These 
particulates can build up in 
the respiratory system, 
causing a number of health 
problems including burning 
eyes, runny noses and 
illnesses such as bronchitis. 
They can also aggravate 
heart and lung diseases. 

Injuries from smoke may 
not be immediately obvious 
and manifest days later. The 
Merck Veterinary Manual 
states, “Lack of apparent 
injury immediately after 
smoke inhalation should not 
reduce the level of clinical 
suspicion.”  

According to a report from 
UC Davis, wildfire smoke is 
generally made up of carbon 

dioxide, carbon monoxide, 
particulate matter, soot, 
hydrocarbons and other 
organic substances including 
nitrogen oxides and trace 
minerals.  

“The composition of smoke 
depends on what is burned; 
different types of wood, 
vegetation, plastics, house 
materials and other 
combustibles all produce 
different compounds when 
burned. Carbon monoxide, a 
colorless, odorless gas that is 
produced in the greatest 
quantity during the 
smoldering stages of the fire, 
can be fatal in high doses,” 
said the report.  

In terms of long-term 
health of livestock, it is the 
particulates that are the 
“major pollutant of concern,” 
and can leave long-term 
damage to the animals. In 
general, recovery from smoke 
exposure, barring permanent 
injury to the respiratory tract 
will take four to six weeks.  

 
Cattle 

According to the journal 
“Bovine Veterinarian,” cattle 
can suffer both short and 
long-term effects from smoke 
that can impact their ability 
to breed, produce milk and 
can hamper growth on beef 
cattle. 

The worst short-term 
effects usually happen during 

or shortly after the fire, 
according to the journal.   

• 1-24 hours:  Pulmonary 
edema — fluid building up in 
the alveoli (air exchange 
areas deep in the lungs) due 
to the irritant effect of smoke. 
This results in cough and 
rapid, moist breathing.   

• Several hours to several 
days: The small airways deep 
in the lungs swell up, making 
it harder for air to pass 
through to the alveoli, where 
oxygen exchange occurs. This 
results in heavy, labored 
breathing, as the animal tries 
to force air through these 
partially blocked airways, as 
well as wheezing, as the air 
whistles through the partially 
blocked airways. 

Longer-term possibilities 
include:    

• 4-10 days later: Increased 
potential of pneumonia due to 
damage to respiratory 
defense mechanisms. 

• 4-6 weeks later: Healing 
of the airways is as complete 
as it will get. Until this time, 
cattle may be more prone to 
shortness of breath and acute 
respiratory collapse if they 
are exerted or stressed.  

• Longer term 
(months/years): Some 
survivors may be intolerant 
of exercise or heat due to 
longer-term damage to small 

In heavy smoke and fire, agricultural 
fauna has as much trouble as the flora

Photo courtesy Sonoma CART 
GLASS FIRE GOATS — While goats and sheep can play an important role in fire prevention, like any 
mammal they’re sensitive to smoke and increased stress.

Smoke damage to livestock can be long-
lasting, not immediately obvious

See Fauna Page 11 
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airways.      
Prophylactic antibiotics 

can often help stave off 
pneumonia, but in the case of 
organic farms and ranches, 
such medication is not 
allowed, and even in standard 
beef operations, there is a 
significant withdrawal time 
before slaughter would be 
allowed. 

 
Sheep and Goats 

While sheep and goats play 
an increasingly important 
role in preventing wildfires 
thanks to their browsing and 
grazing, they are still 
vulnerable to the effects of 
living in wildfire country. 
Goats are known to be more 
sensitive to stress than sheep, 
and in the case of close 
proximity to the actual fire, a 
sheep’s wool can be an 
insulator. 

However, their respiratory 
systems are as sensitive as 
any mammals’ to smoke 
exposure. To help reduce 
stress and lower the amount 
of particulates inhaled, it is 
recommended to reduce 
movement of sheep and goats 
during smoke events, making 
food, water and shelter close 
together and easily 
accessible.  

Because the lungs are 
compromised, and animals 
will have difficulty clearing 
particulates, limit exposure 
to dust, pollen, mold, fungi 
and bacteria by feeding low- 
or dust-free feeds and 
sprinkling or misting the 
livestock holding area. 
Handling, moving or 
transporting may aggravate 
their condition, delay the 
healing process, compromise 
performance for many weeks 
or months or even cause 
irreversible damage. 

 
Horses 

According to UC Davis, 
“the effects of smoke on 
horses are similar to effects 
on humans: irritation of the 
eyes and respiratory tract, 
aggravation of conditions like 
heaves (recurrent airway 
obstruction) and reduced 
lung function. High 

concentrations of particulates 
can cause persistent cough, 
increased nasal discharge, 
wheezing and increased 
physical effort in breathing. 
Particulates can also alter the 
immune system and reduce 
the ability of the lungs to 
remove foreign materials, 
such as pollen and bacteria, 
to which horses are normally 
exposed.” 

It is recommended that 
horses not be given any 
strenuous exercise during 
high smoke days, and studies 
have shown it can take four 
to six weeks for any 
particulate matter and the 
damage it causes to be 
removed and healed from the 
horse’s system. Because of 
the length of their respiratory 
system, damage can be slower 
to show up and slower to 
heal.  

Dr. Kent Pinkerton of UC 
Davis recommends that 
horses return to exercise no 
sooner than two weeks post 
smoke-inhalation, following 
the clearance of the 
atmosphere of all smoke. 

Providing clean, fresh 
water at all times (which may 
need to be cleaned and 
refilled multiple times during 
the day as ash accumulates in 
it), can help them clear smoke 
and particulates.  

 
Chickens 

Of all farm animals, 
chickens may suffer the 
worst impacts from exposure 
to wildfire and smoke.  

Chickens have delicate 
respiratory systems, and if 
evacuating them out of 
smoky air altogether isn’t 
possible, moving them 
indoors — such as a garage — 
during heavy smoke days is 
recommended. It is 
unfortunately common for 
chickens not to survive 
smoke inhalation. 

According to the Oregon 
State University Extension 
Office, “birds, different from 
other animals (i.e. mammals), 
have a very particular 
breathing system, 
characterized by 
unidirectional airflow and 
cross-current gas exchange 
making them more 

susceptible to exposure to 
wildfire smoke. When 
possible move birds indoors 
(but in a room with good 
ventilation), or to locations 
with better air quality to help 
reduce complications due to 
wildfire smoke exposure.” 

Also, it is common for 
chickens to stop laying due to 
a traumatic event, but when 
they start laying again, there 
can be additional concerns 
about the safety of the eggs 
produced.  

According to the 
University of California 
Extension and UC Davis, the 
“ash produced from fires can 
contain many harmful 
chemicals, including heavy 
metals such as arsenic, 
cadmium, copper and lead. 
When humans are exposed to 
these types of compounds, 
exposure can result in 
potentially irreversible 
endocrine and neurologic 
impairment in both adults 
and children. There are 
previous studies which 

demonstrate that eggs from 
chickens exposed to similar 
toxic chemicals in their 
environment can contain 
detectable levels of heavy 
metals, PCBs and dioxins.” 

They strongly recommend 
that following a fire and 
smoke event, chicken keepers 
“evaluate the area(s) where 
poultry are housed for 
potential sources of harmful 
chemical contaminants, such 
as household hazardous 
waste, building material, 
pesticides and fire 
suppression chemicals. Do 
not allow chickens to forage 
near these sources; add clean 
soil, mulch or other clean 
cover material to existing 
chicken runs to help reduce 
chickens’ contact with and 
ingestion of contaminated 
soil; provide chickens’ 
regular feed in feeders and 
avoid scattering feed on bare 
ground; and avoid feeding 
your chickens unwashed 
garden scraps from areas 
heavily affected with ash.  
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FAUNA: Chickens can suffer greatest impact from smoke

Call the experts in vineyard management and consulting. 

Serving Alexander Valley, Dry Creek Valley, Russian River and beyond  
since 1994

Grace Vineyard Management

Photo Jan Todd

John Grace • 707-484-7764  
gracevineyard@comcast.net • www.gracevineyardmanagement.com

Owner John Grace and his team can assist you 
with all your service needs.

•  Farming / Viticulture 

•  Organic / Sustainable Practices 

• Cultivating 

•  Irrigation 

•  Pest Control/IPM 

•  Erosion Control 

•  Vine Nutrition

• Canopy, Crop Load 
Management 

•  Pressure Bomb Readings 

•  Pruning 

•  Harvesting 

•  Mapping 

•  Phenology Tracking 

Agricultural Irrigation Systems 

24/7 Emergency Service

Servicing Lake, Marin, Mendocino,  
Napa, Sonoma, and Solano counties 

707-584-9191 • PumpManNorCal.com

Service, Repair, Part & Expertise

Discover Geyserville…
The Hamlet of Sonoma County Wine Country 

with farming and sophistication.
• Spacious, light & bright upgraded two-bedroom home 
• Beautiful EcoFusion Bamboo flooring throughout 
• Private with views at the end of the cul-de-sac 
• Membership to join Vineyard Club for use of private lake 
• Move-in ready on .90 acres, offered at $1,275,000 
• Property website: www.339lakewoodlane.com

Visit all our listings at:  
www.NorthCountyProperties-ncp.com

DRE #00785915 MLS

Karen L. Waelde 
Realtor ® 

Office: 707-857-1728 
Mobile: 707-292-3862 
100 School House Lane,  
Suite 108, Geyserville, CA 

Continued from page 10 

Smoke inhalation and its injuries are more common 
than burn injuries, but veterinarians are employing an 
unusual new technique to help animals who have been 
burned: fish skin. 

Specifically, they are using sterilized tilapia skins. 
According to one of the vets who helped create the 
practice, Dr. Jaime Peyton from UC Davis, she 
originally came up with the idea of using tilapia skins 
from reading about a group of doctors in Brazil that had 
used them to successfully treat burns on people. Tilapia 
is a farmed fish and their skins are a by-product. Tilapia 
skin, like human skin, can transfer collagen, a healing 
protein and help reduce pain.  

The fish skins have been successfully used on 
livestock and wildlife who have been caught in 
wildfires. The skin is sutured to the affected area and 
can be left on longer than a standard bandage. And, of 
particular importance when treating animals, will not 
be harmful to an animal’s stomach or health if chewed 
off.  

Using fish skin to help heal 
burned livestock
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Compass is a real estate broker licensed by the State of California and abides by Equal Housing Opportunity laws. License Number 01866771. All material presented herein is intended for informational purposes only and is 

square footage are approximate. This is not intended to solicit property already listed.

Lisa Thomas  

707.217.2683
info@PremierHCE.com
DRE 01359810

4072 W Olivet Rd

• 4.7 ± acres with turnkey equestrian set up

• 

• 

• 

• 

• Boarding permit carries income potential & tax advantages

Sharon Vallejo 

707.953.4788
sharon.vallejo@compass.com
DRE 00826851

WineCountryBoardingStables.com

145 Lone Oak

• 

• 

• New eco-friendly hemp-crete house

• Biodynamic garden!

• Prime Sebastopol Location!

SebastopolCompound.com

1077 Jacobsen Ln

• 25 ± acres

• 140x240 ± all weather outdoor arena

• 6 stall barn with paddocks

• oversized round pen

• Approved perc for an additional 6 bedrooms to build your 
dream estate home

• Plans for an additional 12 stall barn

• Plenty of room for trailer parking

• Great Petaluma location and easy access to Hwy 101

PetalumaHorseProperty.com
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