Farmers Watching Their Water Use
By Mark Peters
	October 28, 2012: Hoxie, Kan.— Growers are reluctantly trying to irrigate less to preserve their threatened underground aquifer.  For decades, farmers here have tapped a vast underground reservoir to irrigate their fields to grow corn, soybeans and wheat.  Now they are reluctantly starting to reduce their water use, fearing a dwindling supply could otherwise make them the last generation to grow bumper crops in this arid patch of the High Plains.
	While Sandy is lashing the East Coast with heavy rain, much of Kansas and other parts of the Midwest are still feeling the effects of drought.  Now, the years of heavy use have severely depleted this part of the Ogallala Aquifer—one of the world's largest such subterranean water sources—to the point where some wells are drying up.  Government estimates indicate there are two decades or less of adequate supply for irrigated farmland in parts of Kansas and Texas that rely on the Ogallala.
	The drought that plagued much of the Midwest and Great Plains this year has added to concerns, as farmers pumped out even more of the aquifer's water than usual.
	Farmers, long fiercely protective of their water rights, fear use of the water at current rates could eventually end irrigated agriculture, and shrink the communities that rely on it, leaving few opportunities for the next generation.  "We still have something to save, but we need to act," said Mitchell Baalman, a father of four young children whose family has been farming in this part of western Kansas for several generations.  Part of Mr. Baalman's land falls within 99 square miles that is among the first patches in the region where farmers have agreed to reduce their consumption by an average of 18% starting next year.
	Sam Brownback, Kansas' Republican governor, is holding a 2-day summit on the water issue this week, though he says farmers must reach agreements on their own.  "It is becoming a very real situation to them," Mr. Brownback said in an interview.  "They can see the end of their well."
	What farmers here face is part of a larger challenge for irrigated agriculture, which accounts for about 1/3 of the nation's annual water demand.  Competition for the resource is growing as population increases, the energy sector expands and the effects of climate change become more pronounced, according to a recent report from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
	The Ogallala stretches across parts of eight states, from South Dakota to Texas.  It is made up of rock and sand saturated with water.  Its thickness underground ranges from a few feet to more than 200 feet, and irrigation wells reach hundreds of feet down to tap the water.
	While farmers here generally agree that cuts are needed, the details of how to do it have been contentious.  The limits come as crop prices stand at historic highs, giving farmers every incentive to plant and water as much as possible.
	Some farmers believe they are a test program for the state and aren't convinced other areas will follow.  Drawing boundaries has been the stickiest issue: In some places, fields on one side of a dirt road are required to conserve water, while fields on the other side don't have to.
	"There is no doubt we need to do something," said Kirk Baker, a farmer who will have to cut his water usage on seven wells under the planned restrictions.  "But I wish it was everyone."  The aquifer has been shrinking in size as more water is pumped year after year to the surface than the amount of rainwater that trickles through the ground to replenish it.  Concerns about supplies are particularly acute in areas of western Kansas and northern Texas that have long used irrigation.
	While precisely measuring the water supplies available in an aquifer is challenging, government data show the water level underground dropping in some years by a foot or more, while the aquifer replenishes only an inch or less
	The High Plains Underground Water Conservation District, which stretches across more than 11,800 square miles of the Texas panhandle, is struggling through a second consecutive dry year, in which farmers pumped record amounts from the ground.  District general manager Jim Conkwright said this year has been only marginally better than 2011, when groundwater levels on average experienced their largest decline in 45 years.
	But constraining use can be difficult.  The district last year started for the first time limiting how much farmers can pump.  But for the now, the limits are voluntary: the district agreed not to start enforcing them until 2014, so members could install meters and get used to measuring their water use, Mr. Conkwright said.
	Farmers have been using the Ogallala for irrigation increasingly since the 1950s.  Today their wells can pump hundreds of gallons a minute onto their fields.  Irrigation booms as long as a half mile spin around a fixed water pipe, creating huge circles of corn and soybeans visible from flights above.
	Around Hoxie, about 250 miles east of Denver, many of the fields will limit their water use over the next 5 years starting in January, under a plan that is expected to receive final approval in the coming months.  Farmers say they will plant less corn in individual fields, water less, and grow more wheat or sorghum because they require less water.  Most of these decisions could result in smaller profits and softer land values, at least in the short term.
	Proponents of rationing hope advances in plant genetics eventually will make corn and other crops increasingly tolerant of dry conditions.  They also are betting on advances in irrigation technology and improving markets for crops that require less water.  "The longer we can stretch the water, the better opportunity we have to take advantage of science and technology," Mr. Conkwright said.
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