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California

Dairy farmers in the Central Valley are using a new tool that helps them improve groundwater

quality and reduce chemical fertilizer use. The project includes installing flow meters in dairy

lagoons to allow the controlled application of nitrogen-rich wastewater at beneficial levels, and

using an in-field nitrogen test that tells farmers how much of this key nutrient they are applying to

avoid water quality impacts. They then time applications to maximize crop uptake of nitrogen and

prevent nitrate and salt migration into surface water or groundwater. In addition to improving water

quality, farmers have reported saving tens of thousands of dollars annually by not having to

purchase commercial nitrogen fertilizer for their crops, because they get all the nitrogen they need

with their own dairy’s manure. The University of California (UC) Cooperative Extension , the

non-profit Sustainable Conservation , and dairy trade associations are overseeing the project.

For more info go to www.suscon.org .
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Fact Sheets Farm-Level Solutions

Farm-Level Solutions
Farmers are reducing nitrogen pollution without reducing profits

Farm-based solutions that

improve fertilizer efficiency

and reduce nitrogen runoff

Buffer strips

Buffer strips and trees between crops and waterways can filter nitrogen and

prevent it from seeping into groundwater or rivers and streams. The Conservation

Security Program (part of the U.S. Farm Bill), provides incentives to farmers for

this practice.

Winter cover crops

Crops planted in the fall can capture nitrogen left over from the summer crop

before it can be washed into the surrounding watershed by fall and winter rains or

spring snowmelt. The next crop can use the captured nitrogen when the cover crop

is killed prior to spring planting. Some grain crops such as winter wheat can also

be planted in the fall.

Precision farming

New global positioning system (GPS) technologies allow farmers to vary the rate of

fertilizer application across a given field precisely, tailoring the amount applied to a

particular portion of a field to the amount needed by the plants growing there.

Conservation tillage

With conservation tillage, farmers grow crops with little or no plowing. Crops grown

without tillage tend to lose fewer nitrates to the environment.

Next Generation Biofuels

Biofuels developed with switchgrass and other perennial crops can provide a
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