NEW STRATEGY PAYING OFF
FOR MIDWEST
GROWERS
TWO GROWERS SHARE
HOW CONVERSION TO
DRIP IRRIGATION LED
TO BIG PAY-OFFS

Kurt Torell has 600 acres in
drip irrigation - he plans to
convert another 2,000 acres

“DRIP IRRIGATION
OFFERS US A WAY
TO BE MORE
PROFITABLE WHILE
USING LESS WATER.”
An interview with Nebraska grower, Kurt Torell
In April of 2001, Kurt Torell installed his first subsurface
drip irrigation system on 300 acres. Since then, he’s added two
more installations, and is now irrigating 600 of his 3,400 acres
with drip. He’s already so impressed with the financial return
on his investment that he sees drip irrigation as an important
part of his future. “I’ve got 21 center pivots right now. I’m
planning to convert about 2,000 more of those acres from
center pivot to drip,” said Torell.

“I think we’ll be able to yield 275
to 300 bushels per acre for corn,
80 to 90 bushels per acre for
soybeans. And I’m not even sure
that’s the ceiling.”
“With less water than other irrigation methods, drip
is getting us to the next level of profitability,” said Torell.
“And we’re not even seeing the full potential, yet. We’re in
the process of switching from manual to automated zone
management. Having the system running itself and switching
zones automatically will be another huge leap in efficiency.
After that, we’ll also start using the system to deliver nutrients
to the crops. At that point, I think we’ll be able to yield 275 to
300 bushels per acre for corn, 80 to 90 bushels per acre for
soybeans. And I’m not even sure that’s the ceiling. I’m excited
to see how far we can go with drip.”
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Kurt Torell and wife,
Pamela, own T-T Farms,
Inc., near Gresham, NE
Torell manages his 3,400-acre family farming corporation,
T-T Farms, Inc., near Gresham, Nebraska. He and his wife of
26 years, Pamela, own the corporation. Their crops include
seed corn, yellow corn, soybeans and grain sorghum.
Torell was immediately interested in the potential of
drip irrigation when, in 1998, articles on the subject started
appearing in farming publications in the Midwest. “I was
looking for ways to reduce labor and maintenance costs,”
he explained. “The concept of subsurface drip made perfect
sense to me. I knew that delivering the water directly to the
root zone at a constant rate, without waste or run-off, would
pay off financially and from a conservation standpoint. The
method had been proving itself in other areas for quite some
time.” Moreover, Torell had fields that were odd-shaped and
too difficult to be efficiently irrigated with other methods. Drip
irrigation offered an efficient solution to turn those fields into
productive land.
Torell spent three to four years aggressively researching
drip irrigation and product manufacturers. “I found university
studies and actually contacted researchers. I talked to various
manufacturers and compared samples of their products. I met
with other growers who were already using drip irrigation
systems. To a person, everyone involved with drip irrigation
was eager to help and share what they had learned,” said

Torell regulates drip
irrigation on one of his fields.
He said it takes just minutes
per zone to manage.

“I get more yield with the same
amount or less water, and drip
drastically reduces my labor
and maintenance costs.”

Torell. “I went with a Netafim system because I consistently
got the most positive reports from Netafim users. I wanted
to do it right the first time, so quality was my top priority. I’ll
continue to use Netafim for future installations for the same
reason.”
“Drip is simply the most efficient way to irrigate. I get
more yield with the same amount or less water, and drip
drastically reduces my labor and maintenance costs,” said
Torell. “I had several fields under flood irrigation with 8.5 miles

of gated pipes and six wells. It would take 1.5 man-hours
per well – 9 man-hours total – each day to manage the flood
irrigation. Now most of those fields are irrigated with drip,
and the labor is down to just minutes per zone. That alone is a
huge savings,” he said, with a reminder that his conversion to
automation will save him even more labor. “That time savings
also means you can spend more time focusing on other
profitable enterprises, so it’s win-win.”
“There are a lot of efficiencies that keep stacking on,”
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said Torell. “My drip systems cost a lot less to insure than my
center pivots. And the fact that the surface soil stays dry has
turned into a real savings on my weed control program. The
weeds just don’t germinate like they do with center pivot and
flood irrigations. We’ve even realized a significant energy
savings because of more efficient pumping. It just keeps
going.”
“The maintenance is minimal for the returns,” said Torell.
“I manage rodents to protect my driplines, but any grower
should do that anyway. I do the recommended chemical
injections, an annual clean-up flush, and I drain the pipes
each year before the freeze.”
Torell said the profits from his increased yield and cost
savings will help him pay for the conversion of an additional
2,000 acres from center pivot to drip irrigation. He said
his payback scenario with drip makes it an easy business
decision. “One of my first installations paid itself back in
only two years. So that field has been in major profit for four
years,” he said. “My other two drip fields are in the 2-4 year
payback range, too.”
As one of the early adopters of drip irrigation in Polk
County, Torell said he had a lot of interested growers keeping
an eye on his fields. “My last installation is a great example.
It was a 151-acre field right on a fairly well-traveled, paved
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road. It had a center pivot for
years. The center pivot was not
hitting 24 acres. I converted to drip
irrigation and was able to cover all
151 acres. We pumped the same
amount of water into that field as
we did with center pivot. Not only
was that enough water to irrigate
the additional 24 acres, but also the
increase in the production of the
crop was so visible from the road
that people were actually talking
about it. If there were any naysayers before that, there weren’t
any after,” said Torell with a laugh.
“It was a very convincing ‘beforeand-after’ demonstration.”
Since then, Torell said he
has seen a lot of interest in drip
irrigation. He knows of four other growers in his area who
have put in drip and have been happy with it. He knows
of others that are considering it or are close to doing an
installation. “Drip is really the wave of the future in the
Midwest,” Torell projected.
He said that water conservation is a huge benefit of drip,
and that is becoming a necessity rather than a nicety. “The
Natural Resource District in my area has started requiring
careful reporting of water use. Tighter water allotments will
be the next step. That’s already happening in other areas. As
growers who rely on water for the sustainability of agriculture,
we simply need to work together to preserve it. Drip irrigation
offers us a way to be more profitable while using less water.”

“Drip is really the wave of the future in
the Midwest,” Torell projected.

“GOING WITH DRIP HAS BEEN THE BEST
THING WE’VE DONE ON THIS FARM.”

Norman Schmidt (right) said drip
irrigation makes his farm more
profitable with less labor. And it’s a
key reason his son,Tracy (left), has
decided to stay on the farm.

An interview with Kansas
grower, Norman Schmidt
For Norman Schmidt of Inman, Kansas in McPherson
County, drip irrigation is more than just a wise business
investment that paid off in a big way. His decision to switch
300 acres of corn and soybeans from flood irrigation to drip
was the main reason his son decided to keep working the
family farm.
“If it weren’t for drip irrigation, my son, Tracy, would have
done something else completely. He grew up irrigating those
fields with flood. And he just had no interest in continuing on
the farm if we kept doing it that way,” said Schmidt. “Just
the amount of work and the mess of irrigation alone made it
pretty unappealing for him.” That prospect had Norman and
his wife, Myrna, considering a different direction themselves.

But that changed four years ago when Schmidt converted
150 acres to drip. The next year, he converted the other 150
acres. Now those fields are yielding better than ever with
less water and a lot less labor. “Tracy, enjoys the farm so
much more and really takes pride in seeing better results in
the crops,” Schmidt said.
“With the drip system, Tracy can handle irrigating on his
own, so Myrna and I can finally travel to do mission work and
pursue other interests that mean a lot to us. And we’re more
profitable at the same time,” he explained. “We just got back
from a trip to Iowa to visit our daughter and grandkids right in
the middle of irrigation time,” said Schmidt. “I’d have never
been able to leave if we were still flooding that property.
Going with drip has been the best thing we’ve ever done on
this farm.”
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Schmidt said drip irrigation has
increased his corn yield – producing
taller plants with bigger corn.
And the lifestyle improvements are just part of the
equation. In addition to the 300 acres he owns that he
converted from flood to drip irrigation, he leases another 120
acres that is still flood irrigated. He also leases a 172-acre
field that he irrigates with the landlord’s center pivot. “If I
owned those other fields, I’d convert them to drip irrigation
right away. On the center pivot field, with the corners, I’ve got
30 acres of dry land. Do the math on what that 30 acres could
be making at today’s corn prices, and you see the pay-back
potential of drip.”
While Schmidt said that the corner issue is what first led
him to drip over center pivot for his fields, what he is most
excited about is the additional yield. “With the center pivot,
about 200 bushels of corn per acre is pretty good. On my
drip fields, with the same amount of water, we’re getting an
average of 240 bushels per acre. And some of that is at 300.
My goal is to average 300, and with decent rain conditions, I
think that is very doable,” he said. Schmidt’s comparison to
flood irrigation is equally convincing.

“I’d say to any grower in this area who is
on the fence about converting to a drip
irrigation system, come look at mine.”
Schmidt’s neighbor, whom he considers “a very good
flood irrigator,” marvels at Schmidt’s corn. “He told me my
corn looks so good that he wishes he could put his combine
with its yield counter in my field. My corn is a couple feet
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taller than his, and the ears are longer with more girth,” said
Schmidt, attributing the difference to drip irrigation.
The difference in labor and maintenance costs is also
significant to Schmidt. “You’ve got less than half of the
insurance costs with drip irrigation compared to center
pivot,” he explained. “With center pivot, you’ve got to insure
everything because it’s exposed and subject to the elements.
Here in Kansas, windstorms are common. A good windstorm
can knock a center pivot down and do serious damage. But
with subsurface irrigation, most of it’s underground. You
only have to insure the pumps and filters. That alone is a
significant cost savings.”
With drip irrigation, the water is supplied below the
surface right in the root zone, so the surface stays dry.
Because of this, Schmidt is able to lease land for one-acre
test plots to the Kansas State University Land Grant College.
“They prefer it to center pivot because they can work in the
test plot when we’re irrigating,” said Schmidt.
With all these factors combined, Schmidt said both of his
drip irrigation systems will be paid off in another two to three
years. This is even quicker than he expected. He offered,
“I’d say to any grower in this area who is on the fence about
converting to a drip irrigation system, come look at mine. It’s
the best decision I’ve made on this farm.” Schmidt said other
growers in his area have done just that. He was one of the
first in his area to install drip, and others have already put it in
based on his success. He knows of many other growers that
are just waiting for the right time.
Schmidt strongly
recommends working
with a reputable dealer
and putting the best
product in the ground.
He credits much of
his success to a great
system design and
top-notch installer,
all handled by his Netafim dealer. “I really trusted my dealer.
He said Netafim was the best, and that was good enough
for me. Based on my experience, I believe he was right,” he
said. Schmidt is careful to maintain his system with regular
flushing. “You put a little effort in, and the pay-back on drip is
amazing. If you can make the investment, it’ll pay for itself in
no time,” he said. “And the sooner you get it in, the better off
you’ll be.”

HOW DRIP IRRIGATION HELPS FARMERS
MEET GROWING CHALLENGES
TURNING LESS WATER
INTO HIGHER PROFITS
95% WATER EFFICIENCY
•
•
•
•

Water is delivered directly to the root zone.
No loss to run-off, wind and almost no-evaporation.
Water delivered consistently at rate of plant uptake.
Drip keeps soil well aerated.

INCREASES CROP YIELD
• Many growers see a minimum of 10% to 20% crop yield increase,
and others much more.

HOW DRIP WORKS

REDUCES LABOR COSTS

Subsurface drip irrigation (SDI) consists of flexible
polyethylene tubing with emitters permanently welded to
the inside wall of the tubing. The tubing system is buried
within the soil in rows (typically 40” to 60” apart), at a depth
(typically 12” to18” deep) suitable for the grower’s purposes.
Water is pumped under low pressure from the
source through a filtering system to the tubing. The
emitters slowly emit specific amounts of water directly
to the root zone of the plant. The controlled, precise
output of the emitter provides water at a rate that allows
the plant to uptake most of the water pumped. And,
because the water is delivered underground, there is
also no loss to evaporation, run-off or wind drift.
The system can also be used to deliver nutrients
more efficiently. The end result is improved crop
yields with more efficient use of water.

• Drip has very low labor costs compared to flood or center pivot.
• Labor can be further reduced by automating the drip.

REDUCES OTHER COSTS
• More efficient pumping (10 psi to 25 psi) reduces energy use.
• System delivers nutrients more efficiently.
• Dry surface reduces weed germination and disease problems.

ADAPTS TO FIELD SIZE, SHAPE AND CONTOUR
• Works on any field size and shape with almost no waste.
• Hilly ground is no problem with Netafim pressure
compensating drip emitters.
• Efficient option to make dry land productive.

FAST PAYBACK AND GREATER LONG-TERM RETURNS
•
•
•
•

Higher yields, higher profits right away.
4 to 6 year installation payback in most cases.
Some systems have paid back in two years.
Up to 25 years of long-term proven performance.

SYSTEM DESIGNED & INSTALLED TO MEET GROWER’S NEEDS

GPS surveying the elevation
and boundaries of the field.

Netafim driplines being
plowed into corn stubble.

Driplines are easily
connected to the sub main
buried 3’ to 4’ deep to protect
against freezing.

Netafim sand media filters.
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THE WORLDWIDE
LEADER IN
DRIP IRRIGATION
Since it’s inception in 1965, Netafim has
pioneered drip irrigation advancements to help
growers increase yields and profits while using
less water.
With billions of Netafim emitters already
installed around the globe, Netafim is the
worldwide leader in drip irrigation technology.
And as water availability has become one of the
world’s most asked questions, Netafim leads
the way with a definitive answer. Drip irrigation
is the most efficient irrigation method available.
With it, Netafim will continue to help the world
by helping one grower at a time.
Netafim drip irrigation systems are good

for grower profitability, good for the future of
farming and good for water conservation. As
more and more growers realize the tangible,
proven benefits of drip irrigation, Netafim looks
forward to being the one they can turn to for
quality products.
Netafim offers a complete systems
approach, and partners with a network of trusted
dealers and system installers. These partners
ensure convenient access to Netafim products
and provide complete system installation
services. If you’re considering drip irrigation,
speak to your area Netafim dealer.
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