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How the Valley Farms
John Diener shares a few of his cutting-edge practices.

Smarter Irrigation
Diener says he uses a 

combination of drip and pivot 

irrigation on about 90% of his 

land. “That’s because of the 

ability to put the right amount of 

water out at the right time and 

get the maximum out of it.

“In general now, so much 

can be taken care of by pivots, 

because they have an engineered 

sprinkler package that does 

a good job,” and can, Diener 

continues, be controlled remotely. 

Soil Salinity
A signi�cant problem in 

California’s Central Valley, soil 

salinity is a naturally occurring 

phenomenon in many regions. 

Here, though, the condition is 

exacerbated further by a fairly 

shallow hardpan, which prevents 

deeper drainage of “spent” water 

away from plant roots.

In addition to growing plants, 

such as Australian ryegrass and 

crested wheatgrass, to draw out 

the salt, Diener installed a system 

of tile drains in one section of 

his farm. Buried 6 feet deep, the 

perforated pipes draw percolating 

water into a cistern where the 

salty solution is collected.

“In one area of my �eld,” 

explains Diener, “we harvested 

1 ton of wheat per acre before 

installing the tile drains. After 

about 4 years, we got the salinity 

down to a level that was more 

normal for wheat, and we ended 

up with about 31 tons of wheat 

per acre on that same land.”

Harvesting Salt
The water in the cistern (see 

“Soil Salinity,” left), which is 

planted 12 feet deep, is then 

run through a reverse osmosis 

system, similar to those used on 

ships to create fresh water from 

the ocean. The fresh water from 

Diener’s system can be used 

for irrigation again, while salt 

is extracted from the remaining 

briny solution and used to make 

things like soaps and glass. 

While the program is in its 

infancy, Diener does anticipate 

making a profit from it, perhaps 

a few thousand dollars per year. 
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