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Gem Soil and Water Conservation District Chairman Kirk Vickery explains the benefits of installing a new corner-arm pivot
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on his farm, which is boosting crop production, saving water and providing lasting water quality benefits.
(Photo courtesy Meghan Brooksher/SWC)

By Steve Stuebner

Producers working in partnership
with the Gem Soil and Water
Conservation District have received
a number of Water Quality Program
for Agriculture (WQPA) grants since
the program was revitalized in fiscal
2022.

As part of the WQPA grant program,
sponsoring Districts receive a 10
percent fee to cover in-house
administrative costs. Keeping

its overhead to a minimum, the
Gem District has been able to put
those funds to work in the field on
additional conservation projects.

The theme of the Gem SWCD Fall
2025 tour in mid-September was
to visit four projects where WQPA

grant funds and administrative funds
have been put to work in the field.

Gem District Board Chairman Kirk
Vickery, who farms on the Emmett
Bench, showed the tour participants
a new high-tech Valley 8000 Corner-
Arm Pivot installed last year. Vickery
received a $75,000 WQPA grant in
2024 through the Gem District to
make the project possible. The total
cost was $161,536, with Vickery
covering $86,536 and Gem District
receiving $7,500 in administrative
costs.

“l would not have done the project
without the WQPA grant,” he said.

Now, Vickery is growing a robust
corn crop on 40 acres of land
irrigated by the pivot. The corner-

arm portion of the pivot waters 14
acres. The field production is up by
20 percent, and Vickery estimates
he’s using 30 percent less water
because of the precise way the pivot
works. He expects to pay it off in five
years.

“It’s flexible and very accurate in the
way it irrigates the field,” Vickery
said.

He worked with Interwest Supply
in Fruitland to purchase the pivot
from Valley Irrigation, a Valmont
Company. Once purchased,
Interwest officials came out to GPS
the farm field, creating a map of
the area needing to be irrigated.
The GPS information was sent to
Valley, and they pre-programmed
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Design map shows how the new corner-arm pivot has the ability to irrigate the fields on Kirk Vickery’s farm with pre-pro-
grammed electronics to hit hard-to-reach areas in the non-uniform corners. (map courtesy InterWest Supply)

the nozzles on the pivot to water the
field in a uniform manner, said Garth
Frederick, with Interwest.

“He purchased the Cadillac of the
corner pivots,” Frederick said.
“Paired with the new precision
performance sprinkler package, it’s
very accurate in how much water
it uses down to each nozzle on the
pivot.”

With the GPS map, Valley officials
create a detailed “prescription” for
how the corner-arm pivot should
irrigate the field. The electronics
inside the pivot follow that guidance
exactly.

“It’s not like a regular pivot, where
it’s either turned on or off,” Vickery
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says. “It’s all pre-programmed and
customized to your field where it’s
being used, so it’s highly accurate
and there’s no waste.”

Previously, Vickery couldn’t get

the field irrigated sufficiently using
flood irrigation methods due to
different soil types and inconsistent
field elevations. Now, there is no
runoff, and water quality has been
improved, he noted. One of the ag
drains the Gem District has been
monitoring and working to improve
from a water-quality standpoint is
located downslope from Vickery’s
farm. It’s also a Nitrate priority area,
according to the Idaho Department
of Environmental Quality.

The pivot project will decrease
sediment loads by an estimated 52.8
tons per year, phosphorous by 85
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Thomas McPheeters of McPheeters Spray Services demonstrates the performance of a large drone used for spraying
farm chemicals as well as for seeding. The drone-seeding worked even in a large overstory of a corn crop.

(photo by Meghan Brooksher/SW(C)
cows as well, he said.

pounds per year, and nitrogen by flew a cover crop seed mix over a Next spring. Ki lans to plant
169 pounds per year. field of standing corn to get a head ext spring, Ripper plans 1o plan
] ) tart on plantine a cool-weather the next cash crop in the same field.
“It was kind of expensive for a small  ° planting “ thousht the d did .
pivot, but that piece of equipment cover crop mix of wheat, peas, | hought the arone did a good
turnips and radishes. job laying down the seed,” he said.

will perform well for him for a very
long time,” Frederick said. “And if McPheeters uses the drone to map
you need to change the prescription  the perimeter of the area to be

for how he’d like to irrigate the field, seeded, and then the drone flies

“Thomas took his time and the
drone delivered the seed throughout
the 19-acre field.”

we can do that in the future. the field in a uniform manner to Kipper also hired McPheeters to
“Kirk is a great guy — it was a really qeliver the seed. People. wondered :lr? sngj spot Wt:?d-:praymg r;]hen
cool job, a lot of fun,” Frederick said. if the seed would make it down € ,e was wet fas spruj]g. ere

] ) to the ground level through the wasn’t any other way to kill off the
Usmg'dronesfor seeding and tall standing corn, but upon close weeds before they took a foothold
spraying examination, the seed did, indeed, in the field.
At S’_cop.#3, tour participants visited fall to the ground level, Kipper said. “| can definitely see the benefits of
Le.W|s Kipper’s farm whe.re they “Now I'm praying for rain,” he said. using the drones,” he said. “I have
witnessed a demonstration by “You can see that seed all ready a feeling they’re going to get more
;’homz;s MFPhe(EEErs Orf I\/]llcPheeIters to fall into the dry cracks in the popular over time.”

ray Services, LLC, who flew a large ” .

pray . g ground. “I'm glad it worked out well,”
drone to show how it could be used McPheet id “H d lik
to spray herbicides on fields or for When he harvests the corn, he crheeters said. “he s-eer-nt'e’ e
seeding purposes. expects the wheel§ of the tractor he was pretty happy with it.
to help push seed into the ground. Emmett Bench Drain Testing Results

Since it was September, McPheeters
just put water in the drone tank will help punch the seed into the At the last stop on the tour, Meghan

to derp_opstrate thg spraying ground from the hoof action of the Cline, a water quality analyst with
capabilities. Following the tour, he Idaho DEQ, shared the results of

Winter grazing on the cover crop
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water-quality monitoring in 2024 for
the Emmett Bench Drain. The drain-
testing in Gem County is considered
a priority through a partnership
between DEQ and Gem SWCD.

DEQ used their field staff (time and
Labor) to do the monitoring. Gem
SWCD paid the lab fees associated
with monitoring. Total lab fees came
out at $6,828.00.

“It is important to test these drains
because the Payette River is a

Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL)
303-listed stream,” noted Meghan
Brooksher, Natural Resources
Conservationist for the Commission,
who participated in the tour. “The
Gem District and DEQ want to know
where the area of focus should be in
regard to the drains.”

In her presentation, Cline discussed
10 sites that were sampled in both
2018 and 2024. Between all the sites
overall, there has been:

*A 50 percent average decrease in
total nitrogen.

eA 24.7 percent decrease in average
total phosphorus.

oA decrease of 40.1 in pounds per
day of total suspended sediment
concentrations.

Asked why those numbers have
decreased, Cline said, “better
farming practices, not as much
runoff from fields, and more water
efficiency in irrigation practices.”

The results are good news for the
Gem District because producers
have been focusing efforts in the
areas where testing occurred.
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Cover crop seeds wait to germinate in dry cracked soil in the Kipper’s corn field.
(photo by Meghan Brooksher/SWC)

“This is proof that your improved
farming practices are working,” she
said.

Filter Strip Demonstration Project

In the first stop on the tour, Jamie
McCann shared a filter strip project he
plans to implement next year.

After consulting with Natural
Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS) officials, he plans to plant a
perennial pasture grass that can be
hayed.

“The purpose of the filter strip

is to limit sediment, nutrients,

and pesticides form entering an
agricultural drain that runs along the
field,” Brooksher said.

At this point, McCann has a couple of
concerns:

1. Will noxious weeds grow and out-
compete pasture grasses in the filter

strip? .

2. Will irrigation water get backed
up on the field as it moves
through the filter strip, or will it
flow around the filter strip and
go directly into the drainage ditch
untreated?

“Jamie is excited to get the
project going and to see results,”
Brooksher says. “If the project is
successful, Jamie and the Gem
Board are excited to offer filter
strips to others.”

The Gem Board will be paying for
the seed on this project since it’s a
demonstration project.

Steve Stuebner writes for
Conservation the Idaho Way on

a regular basis. Special thanks to
Meghan Brooksher for her photos
and field notes for this story.

CONSERVATION COMMISSION

IDAHO

322 East Front Street, Suite 560 Boise Idaho

83702 P: 208-332-1790 ¢ ww332-1799
info@swc.idaho.gov ® www.swc.idaho.gov

onservation the Jdako 07)@: (S@w% Seeds o7 (Sf()wmw/@@&




