Dry Farming

Definition: Dry farming, as presently understood, is the profitable production of useful crops, without irrigation, on lands that receive annually a rainfall of 20 inches or less. (5) 


There are many benefits to dry farming, including water savings and fruit that is more flavorful.  Dry farming should not be confused with rainfed agriculture or a ‘do nothing’ strategy. “Rainfed agriculture refers to crop production that occurs during a rainy season. Dry farming, on the other hand, refers to crop production during a dry season, utilizing the residual moisture in the soil from the rainy season, usually in a region that receives 20” or more of annual rainfall. Dry farming works to conserve soil moisture during the dry periods primarily through a system of tillage, surface protection, and the use of drought-resistant varieties.” (1)

At first our group thought we would need a detailed soil analysis in order to determine if dry farming was a feasible option for SLO Creek Farms. As we researched, however, we found that such a thing was not the best way to determine the dry farming ability of the land. John A. Widtsoe, in ‘Dry farming: A System of Agriculture for Countries Under Low Rainfall,” believes that a chemical analysis of the soil is almost useless for a farmer unless accompanied by much more and very detailed information. Widstoe says that what is important for the farmer to know is, “the depth of the soil, the uniformity of the soil to a depth of at least 10 feet, the annual rainfall and its distribution, and the kinds and yields of crops that have been grown in the neighborhood.”(5)


We currently know that See Canyon Fruit Ranch dry farmed their apple orchard for well over 100 years and only within the last decade started to use drip irrigation solely based on the age of their trees. Since See Canyon is just a stone’s throw away from SLO Creek Farms, we believe the soil should be relatively similar and therefore also support dry farming. A soil sample needs to be taken to verify this, as well as to check the uniformity and depth of the soil. The annual rainfall in the San Luis Obispo area is 23 inches, which is a bit higher than the generally defined average for dry farming. The entire orchard floods nearly every year to a height of about 4 or 5 feet of moving water. This may affect the water table in the area or the ability to dry farm, but we were not able to find any research on how flooding affects dry farming.


When dry farming, water is the most limiting factor and effective retention and storage of natural rainfall and water in the soil for plant use is the main problem. The most popular method of trying to retain soil moisture for longer is to till the soil and create a layer of dusty soil on top.


In 1909 William MacDonald published a book called Dry Farming: It’s Principles and Practice that goes into quite a bit of detail on most everything to do with dry farming. MacDonald discusses the benefits of deep plowing and pulverizing of the soil so as to allow the soil to be fine and each soil particle to hold water. (2) The more water that is held, the better it is for the plants when the wet season is gone.

Sunny Slope Orchard sits on land that was traditionally dry farmed in the Sacramento Valley. They have many kinds of fruits that they grow, all with no or minimal irrigation. They used to till their soil to preserve moisture as described here: “… according to the gospel of dry farming, [it means] cultivating the soil as soon as it was dry enough to work in the spring. The object was to plow under all winter weeds so most of the winter/spring rainfall was preserved for the orchards instead of going into weed growth. To "seal in" the moisture, the ground was cultivated repeatedly as weeds re-emerged, leaving a fine ‘dust mulch.’"(3) Their blog goes on to talk about the results of cultivating the soil as they did how they dealt with the loss of fertility that the cultivating causes, and the new methods they have now implemented. With the long history of dry farming that their area has had along with some hands on experience, they seem to have found good solutions to their problems without sacrificing the integrity and morals based in the dry farm techniques.

John Williams of Frog’s Leap Winery in Napa, CA discusses another method of keeping in soil moisture. In an interview, “Williams was careful to point out that [in regards to dry faming] he is not talking about walking out one morning and turning off the taps. Dry farming is part of a total holistic system of farming. In his view, proper tillage is at the heart of dry farming. ‘By tilling, you form a dust mulch that seals the water into the ground, and the only way it can get out is by capillary action through the vine's roots. The dirt actually becomes a sponge, holding the moisture, which is released slowly through the vine,’ he said. Williams said his vineyards are tilled about every 10 days to varying depths, creating the thick mulch that is essential in dry farming.” (4)

All of this information on how to dry farm and how to retain soil moisture is very interesting, but the implementation at SLO Creek Farms presents certain issues that are possible to work past. The first issue is related to the current irrigation system. Because the trees have been watered from above, we believe it to be reasonable to assume that the trees roots have remained relatively close to the surface. This is not ideal for dry farming because the trees will need deep tap roots in order to access water in the dry season. John Williams claims to have transformed irrigated vineyards into dry farmed vineyards by deep ripping the ground up to ten feet deep in order to “give a haircut to the shallow roots so the taproots go deeper.” (4) 

A second issue with implementing a dry farm at SLO Creek Farms is the actual implementation and it’s affect on the trees. It may take a couple seasons for the trees to adjust and to begin producing good or better fruit, or even to begin producing fruit again in general. That leads to a loss of income for the farm for a few seasons. We believe it would be smart to begin dry farming strategies on a section of the orchard and to see how things go. If the implementation is successful, SLO Creek Farms can then decide if it is in their best interest to continue or to halt the spread of dry farming techniques through the orchard.

For hundreds and hundreds of years farmers around the world have used dry farming methods to cultivate their crops. As with most things, there are some different views on which is the dry farming method. However, through careful monitoring and proper education on various dry farming techniques, we feel that it would be possible for SLO Creek Farms to transform their traditional orchard into a dry farmed orchard.
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