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California is a world-class farming disaster across 
the board. The state alone accounts for 20% of U.S. 
milk output, and the baseline water requirement for 
dairy husbandry cannot be cut. Cow herds and num-
bers are being triaged.

California and Arizona account for 70% of total 
U.S. fresh fruit and vegetable production, threatened 
for lack of water. By food type, California ranks first 
in the nation of production of many crops: apricots 

(88%); avocados (88%), raspberries (74%), fresh 
strawberries (91%), grapes (91%), kiwi fruit (87%), 
lemons (92%), nectarines (95%), olives (96%), 
peaches (73%), plums (97%).

California also ranks nationally for significant 
grain production, which is falling drastically in the 
state. Look at the harvest for 2014: The rice crop was 
down 25% from the year before, and for the third year 
running. Most of the U.S. medium-grain rice is grown 

FDR: Do What Works!
Figure 3 shows the 436 U.S. counties now officially 
designated to be drought disasters, as of April 1, by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Under the 
Obama Administration, that’s as far as it goes. The 
designation means only the possibility that farmers 
and ranchers may squeak by for a little while, by 
qualifying for certain loans, grants, and waivers, to 
try to stay on the land.

Contrast this to the very active map of Federal 
action on the drought 
under the Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt ad-
ministrations in the 
1930s and war years. 
The entire productive 
base of the nation was 
upgraded. During the 
Dust Bowl, measures 
were deployed ranging 
from building wind-
breaks, to initiating con-
tour ploughing. The 
Civil Conservation 
Corps (CCC) planted 
hundreds of thousands 
of trees, against water 
and wind erosion on the 
High Plains. In 1935, the 
national Soil Conserva-
tion District system was 
launched, enlisting citi-
zens to work together in 
a local, state, and Fed-

eral partnership to enhance resources. Millions of 
people were given jobs and hope.

At the same time, the Roosevelt Administration 
conducted breakthrough work in atomic research, 
plant genetics, and other branches of science. There 
is no conflict between long-term commitment to the 
most advanced knowledge, and taking short-term 
emergency measures. Only if we pursue the frontiers 
of progress, can we succeed in taking the actions for 
the immediate crisis.

—Marcia Merry Baker
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