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Farmers work to clean up water
By MATTHEW WILDE, Courier Staff Writer

JESUP --- Experimental projects on two Northeast Iowa farms could improve
water quality in the state and nationwide.

On Thursday, hundreds of pounds of wood chips were dumped into a trench
carved out of a Buchanan County farm field, about five miles east of Jesup. Tile
lines draining about 100 acres flow into the trench, water runs through the wood
chips and flows out the other end.

The wood chips are supposed to act as a filter, removing nitrate, before the water
flows into Lime Creek. The small waterway eventually flows into the Cedar River,
which dumps into the Mississippi River and eventually the Gulf of Mexico.

While nitrate --- which comes from nitrogen forms of fertilizers, natural organic
material in soils, rainfall and other sources --- is good for plants, it's not necessarily good for humans and the
environment. At high levels, it can be dangerous.

Local drainage experts and farmers say biofilters have been
effective in removing nitrate and improving water quality in other
parts of the country. They want to see if the system will work here.

"I don't know if it's the cat's meow, but we need to know so farmers
can make appropriate decisions," said John Rodecap, Iowa State
University Extension watershed coordinator, based in Fayette.

A similar, but smaller biofilter draining 50 acres was installed on a
farm near Dougherty two weeks ago, located in the
Coldwater/Palmer Watershed. These are the only field-size
experiments in the state. The biofilters are part of a new water
quality study by the Coldwater/Palmer and Lime Creek watershed
associations.

Officials realize the projects are so small they won't make
noticeable difference --- given the Lime Creek Watershed, for
example, drains about 33,000 acres --- but if the biofilters work and
others are installed as a result, water quality can be improved on a
grand scale.

Parts of the Cedar River are on the state's list of impaired
waterways. Cedar Rapids, Iowa's second largest city with more
than 120,000 people, indirectly gets its water from the river. The
"dead zone" in the Gulf of Mexico --- a 6,000- to 8,000-square-
mile oxygen depleted area of water practically void of aquatic life -
-- is largely blamed on polluted water runoff from Midwest farm
fields.

By removing nitrate before it enters the water supply, officials hope
to clean up polluted waterways.

"It's a field-by-field solution," Rodecap said.

Throughout the next year, water samples will be taken to determine the levels of nitrate in water before runoff
enters the biofilter, while in the filter and after it leaves. Officials expect to see a 60 percent to 80 percent
reduction, given results in other parts of the country.

The study at each Northeast Iowa location will also determine a biofilter's life expectancy and how, if any, impact
it will have on crop production. That part could take more than 10 years.

Kenny Pint, a construction worker and part-time farmer near Jesup, volunteered his land for the experiment. As
a member of the Lime Creek Watershed Association, he thought it sounded like a good idea when it was brought
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up at a meeting.

"I'm pretty much the start (most northern part) of the watershed," said Pint, describing the location of his land. "If
everyone does their part, it can make a big impact at the bottom."

Rodecap said that's what the studies will determine. If the biofilters are proven effective, the next step will be to
convince farmers to spend $1,500 to $2,000 a crack to install them. And if a landowner has several thousand
acres, doing it a field at a time could be costly.

Through $30,000 donations to both the Lime Creek and Coldwater/Palmer watersheds to reduce nitrogen and
phosphorous levels, the Iowa Corn Growers Association paid for the biofilters.

That won't be the case throughout the state. That's where state Rep. Dan Rasmussen of Independence comes
in.

Two days after getting re-elected, Rasmussen was at Pint's farm watching the biofilter being built. His brother,
Tim, is owner of Rasmussen Drainage Services, which was hired to help build the drainage structure. He used to
be partners in the family business.

As a public official and executive director of the Iowa Land Improvement Contractors Association, Rasmussen
has a vested interest in improving water quality throughout the state. If the biofilters work, he can see introducing
legislation that will help pay for them.

"Water quality is one of the top three or four issues in the state. When people say these things are helping, it's a
benefit for everyone," Rasmussen said.

Tim Recker, an Arlington farmer and president-elect of the Iowa Corn Growers Association, was up to his ankles
in mud, helping build the biofilter Thursday. While in the trench hooking up tile lines and spreading out wood
chips, he said farmers want to improve water quality, but they probably wouldn't pay for biofilters by themselves
unless it's proven the filters will pay off financially.

Since water will most likely drain more slowly through a biofilter, Recker said its possible more water will be
retained in fields during dry times that could help yields. During heavy rain events, though, a water control
device will bypass the biofilter that will allow for optimum drainage as well.

The studies will also look at how biofilters can help reduce nitrogen fertilizer costs to save farmers money.

Wetlands serve as natural nitrate filters, but since land is taken out of production and wetlands are more costly
to build, Recker thinks biofilters could be a better alternative. Biofilters don't take land out of production.

"Ideally I should say it's a good thing just to help," Recker said. "But in reality, we need to find out how (biofilters)
will help them (farmers)."

Contact Matthew Wilde at (319) 291-1579 or matt.wilde@wcfcourier.com.
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