SHEEP PRODUCTION IN MARIN COUNTY

Marin County sheep production is an example of an agricuitural industry that has evolved and adapted over
many years. In the mid to latter parts of the 19th century, the high hopes of striking it rich in the gold mines
were fading. Settlers liked what they saw when they came to California, and they didn’t want to leave this
beautiful land. Some of the first crops grown in Marin County by settlers were potatoes and barley, which
remained strong crops for years. There was, however, a drop in demand for potato and barley crops, as well
as changes in modes of transportation in the early 1900s, which in turn created a heightened interest for
livestock agriculture consisting mainly of beef, sheep, dairy, and some poultry production. Family history
and experience with various livestock, topography of the land, and soil type helped influence what kind of
livestock a family raised.

Sheep production was usually done in conjunction with other ranching enterprises even though ranchers
initially thought that beef and sheep were not compatible. Chicken producers always had a few sheep around
to “keep the grass down around the barns”.

Dairy production in Marin County had grown successful over the years, however, not every ranch had the
topography to suit dairy production. More and more it was noticed that Marin land was well suited for sheep.
Sheep production didn’t require flat land for a dairy barn and didn’t require as much water as dairy
production.

Marin’s shallow soils, steepness of canyons, and the fact that cattle were harder on the land paved the way for
the expansion of the sheep industry in the 1950s as other livestock industries were fading. Essentially, sheep
ranching evolved from other agricultural businesses that didn’t make it. Production of sheep was a niche that
. didn't require a large capital investment and the hilly topography of Marin was better suited to sheep grazing.
However, the high rainfall in the area does not make it the most efficient climate for wool production. Marin
County climate is more suitable for meat production.

In the 1950s when poultry production declined due to the inability of the small poultry ranches to compete
with the bigger operations, sheep production increased. Changes in sanitation regulations greatly affected the
dairy industry around this time as well. Sheep production allowed a rancher to do something with their land
when there were few options available. As a result, there arose a greater interest in cattle and sheep ranching.

The 1950s - 1960s brought advances in pasture improvement. Research was improving the diet of sheep and
beef and improving pasture management which allowed ranchers to intensify production.

Sheep ranching peaked in the late 1950s with estimates of over 100,000 head in Marin County. Small local
butchers and numerous livestock auction facilities made the sheep industry lucrative. There was a market for
small operators to sell, and it was the same with the wool buyers.

Over the years, however, the animal processing industries became more specialized. Small operations were
closing down because they couldn’t keep up with the bigger facilities due to modernization. The number of
market outlets has decreased over the years. The introduction of polyester and other man-made fibers, as well
as standard-issue military clothing switching to man-made fibers, has significantly reduced wool production.
Woolen mills have moved, relocated and specialized. Both wool and meat are being imported from Australia
and New Zealand. The 1970s brought the beommngs of coyote depredation in Marin County, adding to the
decline in sheep numbers.

Today, Marin County has approximately 10,000 sheep, yielding a gross production value in excess of
$580,000. Niche marketing carries the biggest potential for growth, specifically organic wool and meat
production. From its humble beginnings in the early 1900s, the Marin County sheep industry has survived
highs and lows, utilizing the tried and true methods of the past, while combining the technology of today.
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In accordance with the provisions of Section 2279 of the California Food and Agricultural Code, I am
pleased to submit the Annual Crop Report for 1998. This report is a summary of counts, acreage, yields,
and gross value of agricultural production in Marin County. The 1998 gross value of all production was
$56,166,946. The report represents gross returns to the producer and does not indicate actual net profit.

The weather played a significant role yet again' in determining the overall value and the shifts in
production for agriculture in Marin during 1998.

Milk is the long standing, premier crop for Marin, and this year accounts for over 69% of the crop report’s
total value. Milk had an 8.9% decrease in production from 1997, as production was likely affected by the
rains that were responsible for disaster declaration in 35 of 58 counties. However, milk saw a 7.6% or
$2.7 million increase in value. The increase in value is due to higher milk prices for the farmers brought
on by an unusually high demand from cheese makers. Milk prices received by farmers increased 18% per
hundred weight of market milk.

Livestock value fell by $2.8 million as prices received dropped significantly from last year’s exceptionally
good market prices. Production also decreased. Poultry value went up 21% as prices and production
increased. '

Aquaculture had a dramatic 48% drop in value last year as it experienced production and harvest
problems. Juvenile oyster mortality resulted in big production losses. State health and water quality
agencies also banned harvesting for a time until water quality issues in Tomales Bay were addressed.

The value of fruit and vegetable production went down by 18.8% due largely to the five inches of rain in
May that delayed plantings of vegetable and hay crops and reduced yields. Despite an overall county
decline in the industry, nursery crops saw a better year with the addition of two new production sites and
better market prices.

My appreciation goes to all of the individuals and organizations for their cooperation in providing the
information for this report.

Respegtfully submitted,
K Catar

Stacy K. Carlsen
Agricultural Commissioner

1682 Novato BLvD., SUITE 150-A, NovaTo, CA 94947 -7021 » 415-499-6700 * Fax 415-499-7543




FIELD, FRUIT & VEGETABLE CROPS

ITEM YEAR | HARVESTED | TOTAL DOLLAR VALUE
: ACREAGE UNITS PER UNIT TOTAL
Hay, Grass 1997 1,547 2.509 75.60 $189,681
Hay, Oats 1,823 3.181 92.81 $295 235
1998 1,992 4,507 54.81 $247.050
1,400 1,885 65.38 $123.250
Silage 1997 3,349 31,706 22.80 $723,099
1998 2918 35.184 2771 $975,035
Hay, Grain 1997 485 261 408.64 $106,656
1998 20 15 140.00 $2.100
Pasture, 1997 824 101.00 $83.224
Irrigated 1998 800 100.00 $82,000
Pasture, 1997 154,000 20.00 | $4;466,000
Other 1998 154,000 29.00 $4.466,000
Fruits & 1997 234 $1,298.370
Vegetables 1998 247 $1,053.270
TOTAL 1997 162,262 $7,162,265
1998 161,377 $6,948,705




LIVESTOCK PRODUCTS

DOLLAR VALUE -
ITEM YEAR PROD. UNIT PER UNIT TOTAL

Milk: Market 1997 2,692,365 Cwt | 13.18 $35,489,000
1998 2,477,310 Cwt 15.54 $38,500,000
Milk:Manufact. 1997 35,368 Cwt 11.74 $415,000
1998 7,899 Cwt 15.62 $123,000
Wool 1997 83,106 Lbs | 65 $54,019
1998 71,258 Lbs 45 $32,066
TOTAL 1997 $35,958,019

1998 .
$38,655,066
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' LIVESTOCK AND POULTRY

DOLLAR VALUE

ITEM YEAR . NO. OF HEAD
TOTAL

Cattle 1997 22,951 $7.674.279

1998 17,881 $5,039,604
Lambs 1997 8,837 $749,201

1998 7,044 $580,819
Poultry and 1997 $2,240,608
Eggs: Hatching 1998 $2,710,498
TOTAL 1997 $10,664,088

1998 $8,330,921
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INVENTORIES OF LIVESTOCK & POULTRY

ITEM © January 1, 1998 January 1, 1999

All Cattle 44,053 43,142
Dairy Cows | 13,100 12,600
Beef Cows 11,550 12,128

Stock Sheep 9,234 8,772

Poultry 120,908 119,662




