
 
University of California Agriculture and Natural 
Resources (UC ANR) as a Validation Engine for 
AgTech Innovation 
The University of California Agriculture and Natural Resources (UC ANR) provides the critical, 
high-fidelity infrastructure necessary for agtech startups to move technology from 
developmental validation to commercial readiness. UC ANR’s institutional structure is 
fundamentally aligned with supporting commercial innovation, positioning it as a powerful 
partner for technologies requiring rigorous field testing and scaling. 

The core UC ANR mission centers on achieving innovation in fundamental and applied 
research that supports sustainable, safe, and nutritious food production and delivery, 
alongside economic success in a global economy.1 This explicit mandate ensures that UC 
ANR’s operational goals directly overlap with the commercial interests of high-growth agtech 
startups. The institutional objective is not merely to conduct pure academic research, but to 
facilitate outcomes that contribute to broad economic viability. 

Geographic and Climatic Diversity of the REC Network 
The UC ANR system's greatest physical asset is its network of nine Research and Extension 
Centers (RECs), which are strategically distributed across California.3 These centers cover the 
state's most vital crop production areas and represent highly diverse climatic zones, ranging 
from arid desert regions to intermountain cool climates and dense Central Valley 
environments.2 

This decentralized geographical structure enables startups to conduct the robust, multi-site 
validation trials required to de-risk technology effectively before widespread commercial 
deployment. For example, a company developing a precision sensor or bio-input can 
simultaneously test its performance across drastically different soil types and climate 
conditions, a critical process for developing technologies that must operate reliably statewide. 

2 Research and Extension Centers (RECs) - UC Agriculture and Natural Resources, 
accessed September 29, 2025, 
https://UCANR.edu/site/anr-employees/research-and-extension-centers-recs 

1 2020-2025 STRATEGIC PLAN - UC Agriculture and Natural Resources, accessed 
September 29, 2025, https://UCANR.edu/sites/default/files/2023-05/384838.pdf 

https://ucanr.edu/site/anr-employees/research-and-extension-centers-recs
https://ucanr.edu/sites/default/files/2023-05/384838.pdf


The ability to stress-test technology across this ecologically and geographically diverse 
network provides high-fidelity data that dramatically accelerates market acceptance and 
secures essential follow-on funding. 

The diversity of these REC facilities’ geographic locations is a critical component of why startups 
would choose to work with UC ANR. The following section details the differences in what the 
RECs in various regions can offer. 
 
Central Valley Production Research Hubs 
Kearney Agricultural Research & Extension Center (KARE, Parlier) 

KARE functions as the regional Central Valley headquarters for UC Cooperative Extension and 
focuses on high-density production agriculture. KARE actively researches novel and specialty 
crops, including blueberries, pitaya, jujube, and caper. Importantly, KARE specialists focus on 
postharvest engineering, handling, and processing, with an emphasis on reducing energy 
consumption while maintaining food quality and safety. This center is essential for 
technologies targeting high-volume commodity crop efficiency and optimizing supply chain 
operations from harvest onward. 

Lindcove Research & Extension Center (LREC, Exeter) 

LREC is specialized for citrus production research. Its unique capability lies in its dedicated 
Citrus Pack Line facility, which is available for external research use. This infrastructure is 
invaluable for startups developing automation, quality control, or food safety technologies 
tailored for fruit processing, allowing validation in a real-world, high-throughput environment. 
Access to the Pack Line is a highly specialized asset that supports technologies nearing 
commercial deployment. 

West Side Research & Extension Center (WSREC, Five Points) 

Located in a semi-arid region of the Central Valley, WSREC is optimized for large-scale row 
crops and research related to water use efficiency. This site is the ideal environment for 
testing technologies requiring expansive, contiguous field plots, such as autonomous vehicles, 
drone-based aerial sensing services, and advanced irrigation management systems designed 
for water-stressed, high-acreage commodity production. 

Northern and Intermountain Climate Centers 
Intermountain Research & Extension Center (IREC, Tulelake) 

IREC specializes in cool-climate cropping systems. The center is a hub for new technologies 
related to mechanization, automation, and precision agriculture integrated into intermountain 
systems. This includes expertise in the application of drones for specific tasks like weed 
detection. For technologies requiring cold tolerance or validation in unique Northern California 



agricultural contexts, IREC provides essential testing grounds and specialized engineering 
support. 

Hopland Research & Extension Center (HREC, Hopland) 

 

HREC stewards over 5,300 acres of diverse ecosystems, including oak woodland, grassland, 
and chaparral environments. Its research focus is on rangeland management, livestock 
(sheep), and the use of integrated grazing as a tool for land management and fire resilience. 
Startups focused on environmental monitoring, remote sensing for biomass assessment, 
carbon sequestration quantification, or precision livestock management find HREC a 
necessary site for validation. 

Sierra Foothill Research & Extension Center (SFREC, Browns Valley) 

Similar to Hopland, SFREC specializes in integrated livestock management and rangeland 
health. Research here often focuses on practical solutions for drought management and the 
use of grazing for ecosystem services and wildfire mitigation. This center supports agtech 
relevant to the regenerative agriculture movement and sustainable land management 
practices. 

Southern and Coastal Testing Environments 
South Coast Research & Extension Center (SCREC, Irvine) 

SCREC is distinctively focused on urban agriculture and controlled environment systems, 
benefitting from its location near large urban centers. It hosts dedicated Cooperative 
Extension advisors focused on technologies that improve plant production in high-density 
environments, such as greenhouses and indoor modules. SCREC is the primary access point 
for startups developing CEA solutions and technologies aimed at local, integrated food 
systems. 

Desert Research & Extension Center (DREC, Holtville) 

DREC provides a crucial site for validating technologies in extreme, arid climates and 
low-desert cropping systems. Beyond general field access, DREC houses a highly specialized 
Soil Characterization and Quaternary Pedology Laboratory. This lab is equipped with 
advanced instrumentation, including the Malvern Mastersizer 3000 for laser particle size 
analysis, the Dionex ICS-1500 for ion chromatography, and the Agilent 5800 Inductively 
Coupled Plasma Optical Emission Spectrometer (ICP-OES) for detailed geochemical analyses. 
This sophisticated analytical capability means that DREC offers profound support for startups 
developing soil sensors, novel bio-inputs, or remediation technologies, providing the 
high-fidelity, analytically robust ground-truth data essential for securing product efficacy 



claims. 

Hansen Research & Extension Center (HREC, Camarillo) 

 

HREC serves the coastal agricultural community, focusing on coastal climate validation and 
high-value specialty crops and subtropical agriculture. It offers testing environments 
characterized by milder temperatures, suitable for crops that cannot tolerate the climatic 
extremes of the Central Valley. 

Core AgTech Research and Development Domains 
UC ANR’s capabilities extend beyond physical field sites, offering centralized, specialized 
academic expertise vital to complex technology development. 

Some of these capabilities that may be relevant to startups include: 

●​ The Informatics and Geographic Information Systems (IGIS) Statewide Program 
provides essential centralized technical consultancy. Led by specialists in remote 
sensing, drone technology, GIS, and spatial modeling, the IGIS Service Center offers 
custom cartography, spatial analysis, remote sensing, web mapping, and GPS support. 

●​ Specialists in hardware development and testing focus on areas such as agricultural 
machine systems (design and test), instrumentation, finite element analysis, and 
agricultural safety and health. This allows UC ANR to assist not only with the field 
implementation of machinery but also with the early-stage design, stress testing, and 
engineering validation of hardware and safety controls. Startups developing robotics 
or next-generation equipment benefit from rigorous academic analysis of mechanical 
systems before committing to large-scale manufacturing. 

●​ Postharvest, food safety, and traceability systems expertise covers postharvest 
engineering, handling (storage, drying), traceability, and processing of agricultural 
commodities. This work includes research to reduce energy consumption while 
simultaneously ensuring food quality and safety. 

Intellectual Property Considerations  
Startups who conduct field trials at a UC ANR REC will be expected to execute a Licensing 
Agreement, which will be drafted and negotiated with the UC ANR Office of Contracts and 
Grants and the respective REC Director. This agreement will cover details related to each 
party's obligations for the duration of the usage of land, inputs, and researcher capacity at 
the respective REC Center. 



Startups will need to also consider promotional rights, as UC ANR maintains control over 
branding. Written permission must be secured from UC ANR before using any trial data or 
photographs in connection with the promotion of a commercial product or in "for-sale" 
publications. This ensures UC ANR’s institutional impartiality is protected. Finally, the entire 
commercial project must be formally established to operate "under the auspices of the 
University," which legitimizes the use of public resources for the startup’s product 
development activities. 
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