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In our newsletters we like to answer questions we receive from our customers.
Lately we’ve been inundated with questions about bees—how do we manage their
population? What do we do to ensure bee health at Capay Hills Orchard and as a
whole? The almond industry is often viewed as excessive water users and destroyers of bees, and these accusations are often untrue or at least inaccurate. Rest assured we’ll tell you all about water and almonds and how our farm manages water
use, but since springtime in California is here and the bees are currently pollinating the trees, we are going to focus on the topic of bees for this newsletter.
Before beginning this discussion on bees, I need to define who I am (Brian speaking). I am a small organic almond grower. We have a 14.6 acre farm with 12.5 acres
of that in active almond production. The remaining 2 acres is comprised of a
hedgerow of native plants, the house, chicken run, barn, pool, garden, driveway,
yard, and dry creek. Compared to your typical commercial almond grower, we are
a very small farm. Most importantly though, we are a true family farm. We have no
year-round employees besides members of the family (mostly it’s just me for yearround work). I started farming on a smaller scale in 2003, but my professional career began with a degree in Civil Engineering from UC Davis in 1987. I then had a
job as a geotechnical engineer for a short time, later became a pilot in the USAF,
and finally became a commercial airline pilot in the early ‘90s.
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As an almond grower, I recognize that we must have healthy bees or there will be
zero nuts! Because of this simple connection, I suggest that farmers are more motivated than any other group to ensure bees are properly cared for. While not every
farmer is adequately educated on how to care for bees (some simply out of personal choice) the Almond Board of California is working hard to educate farmers on
how to do so. It is also attempting to stop the misinformation being spread about
the California almond industry and bees because some media outlets are falsely
portraying the almond industry as some kind of boogie man. Some of these poor
images stem from the fact that on paper the numbers, when misread or misunderstood, can indicate overuse of water or poor management of bees. This is really
because the California almond industry is so huge (so that any use of water seems
extravagant). Yet the almond industry ought to be huge because California supplies 80% of the world’s almonds and 99% of the country’s supply (the other 1%
generally comes from Spain). Supplying the world with all those almonds requires
water and bees. Here I’d like to tell you about our own Bee Management Plan:
Early in February each year we receive our supply of bees of 1 hive per acre. The
standard is 2 hives per acre, but since there are many natural bees in the area, one
is enough. The hives are here for about 4 weeks. The bees travel a very short distance because they come from our next-door neighbor, B-Z Bee Pollination. The
owner, John Foster, is fanatical about ensuring the health of his bees. He is a bee
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keeper and a queen bee raiser. He regularly checks on the bees and makes any necessary
adjustments. Our property is naturally frequented by his and other bees daily, 365 days
per year. We recognize the importance of local bees to our farm and community, and so to
that end 75% of our property is surrounded by hedgerows of native plants which I specifically selected to serve as insectary and forage, supporting beneficial insects and bees. We
have a large variety of plants providing pollen and nectar during all times of the year. In
the fall we also plant an organic cover crop throughout the orchard (usually comprised of
vetch, mustard, brassica, peas, and beans). The cover crop increases soil health, which
thereby adds nutrition for the trees, and it provides an abundance of flowers for the bees
and butterflies to forage. We support Apis M Project (https://www.projectapism.org/),
which has done so much good for promoting bee health across the country. So, even
though our neighbor brings bee hives directly to the property every spring, we still have a
natural population that constantly visits our property to enjoy the plentiful flowers.
In addition to creating a habitat for bees and other pollinators, we go to extra lengths to
make sure that anything we apply to the orchard trees will not harm the bees. Being organic, there is technically nothing I would spray that could harm the bees visiting the
property, but that’s not good enough for me. I go to even greater lengths and some would
say extreme ends to protect the bees: I don’t do a bloom-time spray. In fact, I don’t spray
a thing while the bees are out. Many other growers and crop advisors think I’m crazy,
even stupid, for choosing to go this route. Most organic growers spray beneficial fungi to
protect the trees from destructive fungal diseases which enter the tree from the blossoms.
The labels state these organic sprays are safe for bees, but I’m not so sure. I guess I don’t
want to take any risk of damaging the bee population or irritating their feeding habits. By
not spraying during bloom I do take a significant risk that my trees will get a blight or
some other ailment that would negatively impact yield.
Another precaution I take is that I don’t spray any pesticides at all (yes, organic pesticides
do exist). Instead of pesticides, we have biodiversity of plants, microorganisms, fungi, and
insects, so we let their natural benefits and insect warfare do what they do best, and it has
worked for us. My hedgerow harbors beneficial insects which feed on the bad ones, so I
don’t need to use pesticides. Our farm follows all bee Best Management Practices from
the Almond Board, Project Apis M, and Pollination Partnership, among others.
Almond growers are good, down-to-earth people, not heartless bee killers. In fact, we
grow a product which helps feed bees. However, some growers continue age-old practices
of spraying various products, and the timing and mismanagement of those sprays are
contributory to the problem. More and more growers are changing their ways as they get
educated from the Almond Board, local county farm advisors, and other farmers like me.
I do my part to encourage other growers to plant bee forage such as hedgerows and cover
crops and to manage their sprays properly. Ultimately I hope they will convert to organic
farming which will better correct the bee colony collapse and serve sustainable agriculture as a whole. So the problem is not almonds using so many bees; the real issue is proper stewardship of the invaluable resource that bees are.

Top to bottom: spreading compost on the orchard floor; a
“mummy” nut waiting to be
knocked off; our blend of cover
crop seeds; Brian pruning.
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Meet the Farmer: Jessica Paddock
Take a quick look at our farm logo on the other page. That logo was hand-drawn by
Jessica, the fourth of the Paddock children and the artist of the family, when she was
just 13. She was only two years old when we moved to the farm, so she has spent
most of her life living in the country. From a young age she was always interested in
art, so it was only natural that she contribute her artistic talent to the farm. Currently Jessica is a senior, majoring in art at Azusa Pacific University down in Southern
California. She will graduate in May and is searching for a job in the art field, hoping
to remain down near Los Angeles. Here is some of what she had to share about living on a farm:

Top to bottom: an owl who has
made our orchard his home;
using our chipper to return the
tree prunings to the orchard
floor; a picture of a forming almond in the “spur” stage in early December and next to it a bud
two months later; our orchard
right before bloom.

Jessica’s favorite job on the farm is packaging the almonds for our customers. She
loves getting into a rhythm by listening to the radio while filling orders and organizing the cold storage unit. Jessica’s least favorite orchard job is one shared by her
three older siblings. Before we were “Capay Hills Orchard,” we only had a very small annual almond yield
from the couple hundred old almond trees on our
property. We then used to take our nuts to a local
farmer who owned a certified-organic huller-andsheller. The nuts went through the machine and came
out the other end hulled and shelled but in need of
hand-sorting (to sort out the bug-eaten or sap-covered
almonds). We had to sit for several hours at a time on
stools picking out bad nuts as the conveyor belt slid
them past us. The machine was loud and the work was
very tedious. Jessica shares “I felt like Lucy from I Love
Lucy in the episode when she sorts the chocolates at
the chocolate factory” except for the part that it wasn’t
chocolate in our case and it wasn’t very funny. But it did teach us that work isn’t always interesting and sometimes you just have to keep doing it anyways. It was a valuable life skill that we learned young!
Lastly, Jessica wanted to share this with you all. “There were so many good things I
took for granted growing up in the country on a farm. I loved just getting to go outside and being able to wander around and experience nature. I loved seeing the seasons changing everything; my favorite change is when the almonds bloom at the end
of winter. Going to school now in the L.A. area has really shown me how blessed I
was to grow up in such an amazing place where I learned to work hard, have a big
imagination, and appreciate nature.”

