
Does subsurface drip 
irrigation save water 
in �eld crops? �e answer, 
it turns out, is complicated.  

Keeping them clean and properly maintained just makes harvest that much more trouble-free.      see page 25 >>
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IN THE 1800s, SETTLERS STAKED CLAIM TO LAND IN THE TEXAS HIGH PLAINS 
in part because of its access to one of the world’s largest sources of fresh water. �at 
underground lake�known as the Ogallala Aquifer�stretches beneath eight states, from 
South Dakota down to Texas, and has helped turn the land it irrigates into some of the 
world’s most agriculturally productive. 

But recent studies have shown that this vast resource is being depleted faster than 
previously thought. Texas’ High Plains Underground Water Conservation District 
reports an 8.8-foot drop in underground water levels over the past decade, with 
several counties seeing declines of more than 15 feet. And a recent Kansas State 
University study projects, if irrigation continues at current rates, a 69% depletion in the 
aquifer by 2060. 

So what can be done to conserve those reserves? Many approaches, both new and 
old, are being researched, but one method of particular interest is subsurface drip 
irrigation (SDI).

A comprehensive USDA-ARS study in the late 1990s, when SDI use became wider-
spread in North America, found yields of some crops were at or slightly above yields 
compared to when other irrigation methods were used, and it concluded that SDI 
“generally … provides a more e�cient delivery system [for fruit and vegetable crops], 
but the realization of this increased application e�ciency will depend upon how well the 
application is matched to the [crop’s] water and nutrient requirements.” 

But could drip replace center-pivot irrigation in �eld crops to improve water 
conservation and increase yields?
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