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Protecting and preserving groundwater is critically important in central Minnesota, particularly in the sand plain areas of 
Hubbard, Wadena, Todd and Ottertail Counties. That’s why the county Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs)  
hired Wade Salo to work with landowners on irrigation water management. 

Salo, 2012 University of Minnesota-Crookston graduate, served as a Conservation Apprentice during the summers of 
2011-2012 at the East Otter Tail SWCD before being hired for the new position. 

“As an apprentice, he worked side by side with our irrigation specialist to learn the irrigation scheduler program,” said 
Darren Newville, East Otter Tail and Wadena SWCD district manager. “His apprenticeship gave him great experience 
which he’ll now use in his new role.”   

The irrigation scheduler program is one that has been used in East Otter Tail County for several years. The program uses 
local weather data to calculate the evapotranspiration (ET) rates for all of the major agricultural crops grown in the area. 
That information, along with rainfall and irrigation information for a particular cropped field, is then entered into the 
program to track the soil moisture for a particular field.   

Newville said it’s been a very popular program in Otter Tail County. “Producers were required to use the scheduler 
through other programs like EQIP, and now they continue to use it voluntarily,” he said. “The program helps producers 
to know when to use irrigation to maintain a healthy crop without causing damage to the aquifer.”  

Due to the success in Otter Tail County, staff from Wadena, Hubbard and Todd counties jointly applied to the Minnesota 
Board of Water and Soil Resources for a Clean Water Fund grant to hire for the new position. The grant was funded, and 
now in 2013, Salo will bring his experience and knowledge about irrigation water management and the scheduler 
program to a wider audience of landowners in the three-county area.   

“The program is off and running. Wade’s only been on the job for a few weeks and 12 
new landowners have already signed up,” Newville said.  

Another groundwater protection project being carried out by the East Ottertail and 
Wadena SWCDs involves helping landowners convert old-style irrigation systems to 
use low pressure spray heads. The new spray heads reduce the use of groundwater 
and improve the efficiency plant uptake. 

Newville said given the soil composition and land use practices in central Minnesota, 
it’s critical to do as much as possible to protect both the quantity and quality of the 
groundwater resources.  

“In the past, there’s been a concern of high nitrates in the area. With these nutrient 
management and irrigation management tools around farming practices today, 
producers are generally doing a good job of protecting our groundwater with the 
technologies they have,” Newville said. “We are seeing results getting better since 
2002-2003 with nitrate levels dropping in the Perham wellhead area.” 

 
Wade Salo assists Arnie Rethemeier, 
East Ottertail SWCD Irrigation 
Specialist, during his apprenticeship 
to install a new weather station in 
2011. 


