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Melgares: When the Wells Run Dry

“We say there is no pro t loss, but actually, the people
who have reported their corn yields are making a little
more money and have reduced water,” Golden said. “I
hesitate to jump up and down and say you're de nitely
going to make more money when you reduce water use,
because that’s a little unbelievable. We just say there is
not going to be any pro t loss.”

Water as a social issue

K-State sociologist Matthew Sanderson is working
with the Coordinated Agriculture Project grant from
the National Institute for Food and Agriculture to
understand the cultural norms, values, traditions and
other variables that farmers consider when voluntarily
choosing to reduce water use.

“This is not an area that has been looked at by
researchers, especially in agriculture, but we think it

is a promising direction when we are trying to nd
answers to a problem that has been around a long time,”
Sanderson said.

So far, Sanderson’s graduate student Stephen Lauer has
interviewed Kansas farmers in person, and over the
winter, Sanderson and Lauer sent surveys to farmers in
more than 200 counties in Nebraska, Colorado, Kansas,
Oklahoma, Texas and New Mexico. Concrete results will
take time, but Sanderson is already seeing some trends.

“In the rst 20-30 minutes of our face-to-face interviews,
we hear a lot about economics and prices and the need
to keep their operation nancially viable,” Sanderson
said. “But as these conversations go on, we start to hear
more about people’s fears and hopes, we start to hear
about why they farm — we start to hear about what's
important to them.

“They’re making a living, clearly, and | don't want to
diminish that. But making a living is something else than
just earning the money for a lot of these folks. It has to
do with longevity of the farm and about passing it on.
Their farm is not just a retirement plan — it is a way of
life. Water clearly has a monetary value, but it also has a
cultural value, and it has a set of principles and ideas in it
that people want to pass on.”

Top: Soil moisture sensors installed below elds give
farmers important information on the amount of
moisture available to their crops. Bottom: Center pivot
sprinklers have served Kansas well over the years, but
new technologies aim to make irrigated agriculture
more ef cient.

Water tech farms
help boost
technology

Dan Devlin is the director of the Kansas
Center for Agricultural Resources and
the Environment at K-State and manages
funding and priorities for the center’s
Kansas Water Resources Institute.

“If somebody at K-State wants to know
about water, they come to our center,”
Devlin said. “l work with stakeholders

and agencies to determine the research
needs and extension needs for our state.”

One of the priorities that Devlin helped
move along with the Kansas Water

Of ce, a state agency, was the idea of
water technology farms. Willis’ farm is
one of ve in Kansas funded by private
and public groups to test the newest
technology for saving water. The farms
host several eld days so that farmers can
see rsthand how well these technologies
work.

“We want to nd tools to make change,
to save water,” Devlin said. “We often
think about the individual farmer and

the irrigator, but we're really thinking
about 40 years in the future and the next
generation or two.”

Willis says he hopes the water technology
farms will help to stop the aquifer’s
decline.

“We've done the damage, so now we need
to nd out if there is a way to hold it

static so that instead of lasting 20 years,

it will last 60 or 70 years,” Willis said.
“Maybe the next variety of super corn

or milo that comes out will be one where
you can raise 200 bushels on 10 inches of
moisture.”

He adds: “This is a stop-gap to get you
to the next generation of technology.
This in and of itself is not going to save
the aquifer. What I'm trying to do is take
pressure off it, make it more sustainable,
with the hope that there are new
technologies that continue to come that
allow us to do more with less.”



