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State of the Union: Biden exhorts Congress to fi nish job

McCarthy speaks on debt ceiling, shares photos of fi rst days as speaker. See Page A4

WASHINGTON (AP) — 
President Joe Biden exhorted 
Congress Tuesday night to 
work with him to “fi nish the 
job” of rebuilding the economy 
and uniting the nation as he 
delivered a State of the Union 
address aimed at reassuring a 
country beset by pessimism 
and fraught political divisions.

In his 73-minute speech, 
Biden sought to portray a na-
tion dramatically improved 
from the one he took charge of 
two years ago: from a reeling 
economy to one prosperous 
with new jobs; from a crippled, 

pandemic-weary nation to one 
that has now reopened, and a 
democracy that has survived 
its biggest test since the Civil 
War.

“Folks, the story of Amer-
ica is a story of progress and 
resilience. Of always moving 
forward. Of never, ever, giv-
ing up,” Biden said. “It’s a sto-
ry unique among all nations. 
We’re the only country that 
has emerged from every crisis 
we’ve ever entered stronger 
than when we got into it.”

“We’re not fi nished yet by 
any stretch of the imagina-
tion,” he declared.

The backdrop for the annual 
address was markedly different 
from the previous two years, 
with a Republican speaker now 

sitting expressionless behind 
Biden and newly empowered 
GOP lawmakers in the cham-
ber sometimes shouting crit-
icism of him and his adminis-
tration.

As Biden, 80, prepares for a 
likely reelection bid, he sought 
to prove to a skeptical nation 
that his stewardship has deliv-
ered results both at home and 
abroad. He highlighted record 
job creation during his tenure 
as the country has emerged 
from the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, and pointed to areas of bi-
partisan progress in his fi rst 
two years in offi ce, including 
on states’ vital infrastructure 
projects and high-tech manu-
facturing. And he said, “There 
is no reason we can’t work to-

gether and fi nd consensus on 
important thing in this Con-
gress as well.”

“The people sent us a clear 
message. Fighting for the sake 
of fi ghting, power for the sake 
of power, confl ict for the sake 
of confl ict, gets us nowhere,” 
Biden said. “That’s always 
been my vision for the coun-
try: to restore the soul of the 
nation, to rebuild the back-
bone of America — the middle 
class — and unite the country.”

“We’ve been sent here to 
fi nish the job!”

But the challenges for Biden 
are many: economic uncer-
tainty, a wearying war in 
Ukraine, growing tensions 
with China and more. Signs 
of past trauma at the Capitol, 

most notably the Jan. 6, 2021 
insurrection, were unavoid-
able: A large fence encircled 
the complex, and lawmakers 
and those in attendance faced 
tighter-than-usual security.

From the start, the height-
ened partisan divisions were 
clear. Democrats — including 
Vice President Kamala Harris 
— jumped to applause as Biden 
began his speech. New Re-
publican House Speaker Kev-
in McCarthy, though he had 
greeted the president warmly 
when he entered the chamber, 
stayed in his seat.

The speech came as Biden 
has shifted his sights after 
spending his fi rst two years 

By Zeke Miller, 
Seung Min Kim and 
Lisa Mascaro
Associated Press

See SOTU, A7

DEF rises 

to list of 

top 10 

carnivals in 

U.S.
By Darla A. Baker
dbaker@ridgecrestca.com

Ridgecrest is home to one of the best 
carnivals that has been running since 
1950. It all began when the Ridgecrest 
Chamber of Commerce hosted a Des-
ert Stampede where money was raised 
so that children of East Kern County 
could go to summer camp.

From there, it evolved into an actual 
fair held in a vacant lot in 1954. Many
folks still remember gathering around 
the lot at the onset of each fair and 
watch as carnival employees laid out 
the defl ated Bigtop and pulled on the 
giant ropes until it was in a standing
position. It was called the Bigtop be-
cause it was so large, all the fair goers 
could fi t inside it to enjoy the fi rst agri-
cultural and carnival events.

Unfortunately, the Bigtop was 
damaged by a windstorm in 1957 and 
was completely destroyed in another 
windstorm in 1961.

The Bigtop is now just a faded mem-
ory, however it led the way to bigger 
and greater things to come in later 
years.

In 1965, the Desert Empire Fair be-
came independent of the Chamber of 
Commerce and was thereafter sup-
ported by the growing community in-
volvement of the entire Indian Wells 
Valley.

In all these years, the Desert Empire 
Fair has gone dark for one year only 
and that was during the height of the 
Covid pandemic.

As with fairgrounds across the coun-
try, the Desert Empire Fair fell on dif-
fi cult times before and during the pan-
demic and was placed on the watch list 
in 2008 by the state along with other 
fairground facilities which offi cials
feared were in danger of closing.

Leading the fair team is Chip Hol-
loway, chief executive offi cer. Hollo-
way was a perfect choice to take the
fairgrounds to the next level when he 
came onboard as the former mayor and 
council member of Ridgecrest.

“If you haven’t been at the fair-
grounds in the past three years, you 
haven’t seen the fairgrounds,” said 
Holloway.

Six months ago, the Desert Empire 
Fair was removed from the watch list 
to the relief of everyone.

Since coming onboard, Holloway 
said he has seen close to a $1 million in 
improvements made to the facilities.

Said Holloway, “We are in the pro-

See DEF, A3

The powerful storms that clobbered 
California for weeks in December and 
January dropped trillions of gallons of 
water, fl ooding many communities 
and farms. But throughout the state, 
the rains have done little to nourish 
the underground supplies that are 
critical sources of California’s drink-
ing water.

Thousands of people in the San Joa-
quin Valley have seen their wells go 
dry after years of prolonged drought 
and overpumping of aquifers. And 
a two-week deluge — or even a wet 
winter — will not bring them relief.

Even in January, as California’s riv-
ers fl ooded thousands of acres, state 
offi cials received reports of more than 
30 well outages, adding to more than 
5,000 dry residential wells reported 
statewide in the past decade. 

“Just one wet year is nowhere near 
large enough to refi ll the amount of 
groundwater storage that we’ve lost, 
say, over the last 10 years or more,” 
said Jeanine Jones, a drought manager 
with the state Department of Water 
Resources. 

Water from heavy rains can reach 
shallow groundwater basins in a mat-
ter of days, but in places where wells 
must pump from deep underground 
aquifers — like those in the San Joa-
quin Valley — this can take months. 
And even a season’s worth of storms 
is not usually enough to restore wells 
left high and dry by years of overdraft.

Restoring California’s groundwa-
ter is not as simple as waiting for rain 
and letting it seep into the ground. It 
requires detailed planning and sci-
entifi c analysis of project sites, and 
uses tens of millions of dollars in state 
funds. Land has to be purchased or 
growers must be compensated for 
fl ooding their fi elds. And it also means 
that growers — and to a lesser extent, 
communities — must reduce the wa-
ter they pump.

Graham Fogg, a UC Davis profes-
sor of hydrogeology, said the recent 
rainfall could substantially help mini-
mally impacted areas, like much of the 
Sacramento basin, where groundwa-
ter tables are only 25 to 30 feet down. 
But it’s a far different story in the San 
Joaquin Valley, where the water table 
is 100 to 300 feet down, even 700 feet 
in some places.

“That’s where most of the dried-up 
wells have occurred,” Fogg said, “and 
that’s where it will take years, maybe 
decades, of not only managed aquifer 
recharge, but also reduced pumping 
from wells, to raise groundwater lev-
els back to more appropriate eleva-
tions.”

According to state offi cials and oth-
er groundwater experts, most wells 
in the San Joaquin Valley have virtu-
ally no chance of recovering unless 
groundwater pumping is drastically 
curbed. 

“I’ve seen about 2,000 wells go 
dry, and we don’t see wells recov-
er on their own,” said Tami McVay, 
director of emergency services for 

Self-Help Enterprises, a San Joaquin 
Valley nonprofi t that provides fund-
ing to residents who need new wells. 
“They sometimes recover for a couple 
of days, but then they go dry again.”

Groundwater is liquid gold

Groundwater is among Califor-
nia’s most precious natural resourc-
es, providing about 40% of the water 
consumed in most years. It is an inex-
pensive, local source in a state where 
many cities rely on imported water 
and rural towns have no other sourc-
es. And its importance is magnifi ed in 
dry years, when reservoirs fed by riv-
ers are depleted. 

The San Joaquin Valley’s ground-
water reserves have been relentlessly 
pumped by farmers for decades. Tens 
of millions of acre-feet have been 
pumped from the ground, causing the 
water table to steadily drop and thou-
sands of wells to go dry.

A handful of communities, large-
ly home to low-income Latino resi-
dents, have run out of water, forcing 
people to use bottled water for every-
thing. The true scope of the problem, 
in fact, may be underestimated, since 
many dewatered wells are unreport-
ed.

East Porterville, Tooleville, Tomb-
stone Territory, Fairmead, Lanare 
and Riverdale are just a few of the San 
Joaquin Valley communities that have 
been hit hard with dry wells.

The Savory Basin outside of Fresno was built two years ago to refi ll the aquifer with captured stormwater. The Fresno district 
spent millions to buy farmland and create basins for percolating water underground to help meet the requirements of state 
groundwater management regulations.
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Ground zero: Rain brings little 
relief for Calif. groundwater
By Alastair Bland
CalMatters

See WATER, A8


