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Dairies, Cattle Ranches to Receive Early March 
Letter from Water Board Regarding New 
Modesto Nitrate Management Zone Resolutions

OK, AB 411 Passed, but When Will Producers 
be Able to Compost?   

CDQAP Quali ty Assurance Update -  February 2026

Most every livestock producer in the state is aware that AB 411, also 
known as the C.A.T.T.L.E Act, was signed by the Governor in October 
of last year. The bill became effective on January 1 this year, prompting 
producers to ask the obvious question, “When and how will I be able to 
compose my carcasses?”

By: J.P. Cativiela, Central Valley Dairy Representative Monitoring  Program, Dairy Cares

Register Today for the March 24th 
CA Dairy Sustainability Summit
The 2026 California Dairy Sustainability Summit 
will take place on Tuesday, March 24 at the Visalia 
Convention Center. Dairy farmers, industry 
leaders, policymakers, and other experts will take 
the stage to talk about the future of California 
dairy, efforts to address water scarcity, changing 
regulations, and the latest strategies for improving 
economic and environmental sustainability.        
Learn More & Register: CADairySummit.com

Summary: In early March, dairies 
and certain cattle operations in the 
Modesto area will receive a letter 
from the Central Valley Water 
Board announcing a tentative resolution and public comment period for 
the Modesto Nitrate Management Zone Implementation Plan (MZIP). 
The resolution proposes to approve the MZIP, which focuses on ensuring 
safe drinking water through well testing, replacement water, and long-term 
solutions, while phasing in nitrate reduction efforts over relatively long time 
frames. Dairies that are members of the Central Valley Dairy Representative 
Monitoring Program (CVDRMP) are already in compliance and do not 
need to take immediate action. Similar nitrate management resolutions are 
expected in other groundwater basins, and continued attention to manure 
management is strongly advised.

What do dairies and cattle facilities need to know? 
In early March, dairies in the Modesto area will receive a letter from the 
Central Valley Water Board (Water Board) announcing a new tentative 
resolution and the opening of a public comment period. A similar letter will be 
sent to non-milking confined cattle operations around the Central Valley. This 
article is intended to provide information so dairy and cattle owner/operators 
may understand what the letter and the proposed resolution contain. The key 
take-home message for dairies and cattle operations is, don’t panic, because:

•	 If you are a member of the Central Valley Dairy Representative 
Monitoring Program, you are already in compliance with what the 
proposed resolution and associated orders are currently asking for,

•	 There is no immediate need for you to do anything else, and

•	 Future specific obligations are to be developed and phased in over time 
and you will be given plenty of notice about what those are, well in 
advance of any deadlines. Continued on Page 2

Double Check Storage Capacity

It’s been a wet winter for most Central Valley 
dairies. Now is the perfect time to evaluate lagoon 
storage capacity. 

•	 Did you irrigate between Christmas and mid-Feb?
•	 Has the pond inlet been submersed since Christmas?
•	 Do roofs and gutters drain to your storage pond?
•	 Have you made any changes that increase 

imperviable surface area (concrete, digester cover or 
plastic tarp) at the dairy?

•	 Are your ponds full?
•	 Has it been more than a year since you’ve reviewed 

the calculations in your Waste Management Plan?
Yes, to any of these questions isn’t necessarily bad. 
However, it may indicate more storage capacity 
would be useful. Perhaps your area didn’t get as 
much rain and crops needed an irrigation. Maybe 
your storage capacity is large and capturing roof 
runoff makes efficient use of rainfall to irrigate crops. 

If you’re considering a new manure management 
process, be sure your storage capacity is rightsized. 
Runoff from concrete or earthen areas where 
manure or feed is piled needs to be transferred to 
and contained in the storage lagoon(s). All new 
technologies that increase surface area draining 
to the lagoon need to be evaluated. There is value 
in reviewing your Waste Management Plan. At 
a minimum check the current side slopes of 
pond(s) and actual pond depth against the Waste 
Management Plan assumptions. Having storage 
capacity on paper isn’t as helpful as having space in 
pond(s).  Sufficient or surplus storage capacity is a 
necessity for water management.

By Dr. Deanne Meyer, Livestock Waste Management Specialist, 
UC Davis & UC ANR, dmeyer@ucanr.edu

By: Paula Batarseh, Branch Chief, Meat, Poultry and Egg Safety Branch, California Department 
of Food and Agriculture 

Continued on Page 3
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What is the Water Board letter about?
The Water Board is announcing to water quality permit holders and the public, via the letter and other methods, that it is 
proposing to take an action, and it is opening a public comment period. Specifically, the Water Board says it intends to approve 
a plan submitted by the Valley Water Collaborative on behalf of all water quality permit holders in the Modesto Nitrate 
Management Zone. The management zone covers portions of Stanislaus County (see map on next page). The plan the board 
intends to approve is called a Management Zone Implementation Plan (or MZIP). You can find a copy of the Modesto MZIP here, 
but be warned that it is a very large document. Therefore, we summarize its key elements here.

What is the Modesto Management Zone Implementation Plan?
The plan is a detailed blueprint for assuring a safe rural drinking water supply in the Modesto Groundwater Basin. The plan is 
already under way. Water quality permit holders in the area have agreed to provide free well testing to rural domestic well users, 
and if the wells test too high for nitrate, free replacement water is offered. The plan calls for both interim solutions like bottled 
water delivery, and longer-term solutions phased in over time, such as consolidation with/connection to larger public water 
systems or in-home treatment systems.

The plan also calls for reductions of nitrate loading from all sources in the area, including farmers, dairies, cities, food processors, 
wineries and others. The reduction plans do not yet entail specific targets for dairies, although the dairy industry has committed 
to reporting progress toward a goal of exporting or treating all surplus manure nitrogen from dairy facilities. Other permit 
holders must also implement nitrate reduction strategies and meet interim and final milestones. 

In exchange, the Water Board grants an “exception” to all participating water quality permit holders, including dairies and cattle 
operations, from current water quality objectives for nitrate. That exception can extend up to 35 years, giving permit holders the time 
they need to meet the water quality standards – standards that for most are not feasible to meet with today’s practices and technology.

What do dairies and cattle facilities receiving the letter need to do?
Dairies and cattle facilities receiving the Water Board letter do not need to do anything immediately. Industry groups are actively 
engaged in the public process. As noted before, if you are a dairy or cattle operation in the Modesto Management Zone, the 
proposed resolution does apply to you, but you are already in compliance with it for now.

What about dairies and cattle facilities in other areas?
The Water Board has plans to implement similar orders over the next year or so in other Nitrate Management Zones, including in 
the Kings, Kaweah, Chowchilla, Turlock and Tule groundwater basins. We will continue to advise you as these are rolled out, and 
again, in the near term, CVDRMP membership constitutes compliance.

What about the state dairy order?
The State Water Resources Control Board released a draft dairy order in December 2024. It is currently being revised and a new 
version is expected to be released for public review sometime this year. The current tentative Modesto order is different in that it 
only applies in the Modesto subbasin area and applies to all water quality permit holders. We will keep you advised about the state 
dairy order as information becomes available.

Words to the wise about manure management
For several years now, CDQAP, CVDRMP, Dairy Cares and producer trade 
associations have all advised dairies to increase the amount of attention 
they pay to manure management, and to develop plans and expertise to 
improve accounting for manure nitrogen and exporting or treating surplus 
manure. Funding is available via CDFA’s Alternative Manure Management 
Program and Dairy Plus, and through federally funded programs like USDA 
NRCS’s Environmental Quality Incentives Program. With the release of 
the tentative Modesto resolution, this advice is more important than 
ever. Producers are urged to work with trusted consultants and their trade 
associations and co-operative representatives to make sure you are taking the 
steps now that will position you for success in the future.  

Letter from Water Board, New Modesto Nitrate Management Zone Order - Continued 
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What does AB 411 require of CDFA?
The new law mandates that CDFA collaborate with sister regulatory agencies (both at the state and local level) to draft a Best 
Management Practices (BMP) document. These BMPs will outline standards and protocols to be followed by the producers when 
conducting composting operations.

Importantly, the BMP document must be adopted by the CDFA Secretary before producers can commence composting operations.

How is CDFA working to meet these requirements?
CDFA has initiated a series of highly focused, interactive discussions with every regulatory agency potentially affected by the bill. 
These include, but are not limited to, CalRecycle and the State and regional water boards. The goal of interagency collaboration is 
to draft a BMP document that is both technically sound and protective of public health, animal health and the environment. 

This process is also specifically designed to protect producers, to help ensure that they don’t run afoul of regulations from other 
agencies once they begin composting.

What sort of timeline are we looking at for draft BMP development?
A draft BMP document remains a top priority for the Meat, Poultry and Egg Safety Branch. The number of agencies and 
regulations related to composting, however, are enormously complex and potentially conflicting without close interagency 
collaboration. We are committed to working with our state regulatory partners to develop a technically sound document in a 
transparent process that allows for important input from industry stakeholders . As the process moves forward, key dates for 
receiving comments from stakeholders on draft BMP documents will be openly noticed by CDFA. 

Will industry be involved with any stage of BMP development?
Although the new law does not require a public review process, in the spirit of transparency and valuing public input and 
feedback, CDFA will solicit public input from the dairy groups and other stakeholders before finalizing the BMP document.  

How does this BMP development dovetail into recent composting research funded by CDFA and conducted through CDFA 
and CDQAP?
CDFA has been impressed with the composting research work and accomplishments completed by CDRF under contract with 
CDFA.  The contract will end in June of 2026 and CDFA is confident that the research findings and the just-In-Time (JIT) online 
composting training modules to be created by CDRF will help support the technical specifications required in the BMP document 
and will serve as a valuable training tool for producers desirous of conducting composting under the new law. 

When Will Producers be Able to Compost Carcasses?  - Continued 
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