Greens buy a farm / In a controversial move, a conservation group has bought 9,200 acres of Delta farmland
December 05, 2001|By Glen Martin, Chronicle Environment Writer
(12-05) 04:00 PST Staten Island, Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta — 2001-12-05 04:00:00 PST Staten Island, Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta -- This entire 9,200-acre island is a corporate farm, annually pumping out hundreds of thousands of bushels of corn, wheat and tomatoes. There are no groves of hoary oaks, no native bunch grass uplands, no marshes. 
It's not the kind of property, in other words, that tends to excite conservationists. 
And yet, some conservationists are excited -- specifically those who work for the California Nature Conservancy, an organization that usually buys and preserves large tracts of the state's most endangered ecosystems. 
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In a controversial move, the conservancy has purchased Staten Island with a $35 million government grant. The organization doesn't plan to restore the island to wetland and riparian forest, as some conservationists would have them do; it's going to farm it. 
The grant was administered by CalFed, a joint state and federal agency that was formed several years ago to guarantee an equitable split of the state's water among urban, environmental and agricultural interests. CalFed also restores wildlife habitat and fisheries in the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers and their shared delta. 
Chris Unkel, a senior field representative for the conservancy, acknowledges that the move "pushes the envelope" of conservation theory. But that strategy, he says, is dictated by necessity. 
Wildlife cannot be protected by simply buying discrete parcels of pristine habitat, in part because there isn't enough left, Unkel says. Instead, wildlife has to be encouraged on land that is farmed or otherwise developed to one degree or another. 
Wildlife already thrives to a very significant degree on the ranch. Up to 20,000 sandhill cranes spend the winter on Staten Island, as well as hundreds of thousands of waterfowl and shorebirds. 
The conservancy will maximize the wildlife carrying capacity of the farm through such techniques as flooding harvested fields to create the kind of habitat that migratory birds like, Unkel said. 
"This is basically going to be a demonstration farm," Unkel said, as he inspected the property on a recent cold and blustery day. "We intend to show you can have both wildlife and a viable agricultural operation." 
But some environmentalists are uneasy about the conservancy's bold new move, 
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