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Ag hails new air CARB leader
Mary Nichols brings experience, expertise to her post, industry officials say

Cecilia Parsons
Capital Press

California's agriculture industry is voicing more concern about a push to meet federal air quality standards than 
it is about the recent change in leadership on the state air board. 

However, most agricultural representatives contacted about Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's appointment of 
former federal environmental official Mary Nichols said they believed she was a positive choice who will work 
with the industry.

"She wants scientific facts, not hearsay," said Nisei Farmers League President Manuel Cunha Jr., who worked 
with Nichols when she was with the federal Environmental Protection Agency in the Clinton administration and 
with the California Air Resources Board under former Gov. Jerry Brown. She also served as secretary of 
resources under former Gov. Gray Davis.

Cunha said she sought research-based information and has participated in debating many of the tough air 
quality issues in California.

Cunha also said that with her experience on air quality issues, she will recognize the reasons for supporting a 
waiver to extend to 2024, the deadline to comply with federal Clean Air Act rules.

"Sawyer was right. The San Joaquin Valley plan is the only plan that can be submitted," he said, referring to 
Nichols' predecessor, Robert Sawyer, who was fired by Schwarzenegger. The plan can always be amended if 
something new is found, Cunha added. Pushing back the timeline, allows for new technology to be 
implemented and allows the state to retain federal funding, he explained. 

"Even if you shut down everything in the valley, you couldn't reach attainment in 2013. You have to be in 
compliance three years prior to that and can't do that in 2010," Cunha said.

Roger Isom, director of technical services for the California Cotton Ginners and Growers Association, offered a 
vote of confidence on Nichols' appointment.

He said Nichols would not have been the industry's first choice, but said he can see why the governor chose 
the former state and federal environmental regulator to lead the state air board.

Isom said he has worked with Nichols on air quality issues in the past and she had been helpful in working 
through issues. Given the political climate in the state, Isom said it was unlikely anyone with an agriculture 
background would have been named to the job. He also thought Nichols would be up to speed on the current 
struggles facing the valley and the state in air quality. 

"I know she understands the science behind it," Isom said.

Mike Marsh, chief executive officer of Western United Dairymen, said Nichols, who was a top environmental 
regulator during the Gov. Gray Davis administration, had a good working relationship with the dairy industry.

"We hope with Mary we can continue the commitment to seeking science-based regulations when it comes to 
dairy operations," Marsh said. 

Barry Bedwell, president of the California Grape and Tree Fruit League, said the main concern of the 
agriculture industry in the state is how the situation with the federal Clean Air Act compliance plays out.

"It's not a concession, but more of a recognition of the reality of the situation and what we need to do to be 
eligible for federal funds," said Bedwell, referring to the postponement of attainment sought by the former Air 
Resources Board chairman Robert Sawyer.

"I hope she knows all of us want to work together to improve air quality in the valley," Bedwell said.
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He cited the education and incentive programs aimed at replacing old diesel pump engines with electric and 
the implementation plan for reducing volatile organic compounds as places where the agriculture industry has 
stepped forward to do their part in improving air quality in the San Joaquin Valley,

Speaking for members of California Citrus Mutual, Shirley Batchman, director of industry relations, said that air 
quality challenges in the San Joaquin Valley are significant and the grower group is looking forward to working 
with Nichols to implement air quality regulations that are technically and economically sound.

Cynthia Cory, California Farm Bureau Federation's director of environmental affairs, said the organization will 
make sure Nichols is aware of efforts in the ag sector to reduce emissions and improve air quality.

Highest praise for Nichols' appointment came from Ashley Boren, executive director of Sustainable 
Conservation, where Nichols formerly served as a member of the board of directors. Boren said that Nichols 
brings tremendous expertise in air quality issues and a unique capacity for working across the private, public 
and nonprofit sectors to find workable solutions.

During Nichols' tenure on the Sustainable Conservation board, the organization launched a program in the 
Central Valley to help dairy producers reduce dust. The organization's conservation tillage demonstration 
program was another example of reducing inputs as well as air emissions.

Cecilia Parsons is based in Ducor. Her e-mail address is cparsons@capitalpress.com.
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