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NRCS Announces New Groundwater Initiative and Deadline for Ag Producers to Apply 
for Groundwater Initiative Funding in Seven Arkansas Counties 

LITTLE ROCK, Ark., June 18, 2019 – The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
has received funding for the Arkansas Groundwater Initiative (GWI).  This special initiative will provide 
additional funding to accelerate voluntary installation of conservation practices for sustaining agriculture 
through stabilizing groundwater levels.   

Nationally, Arkansas ranks third in the nation for the number of irrigated acres.  The primary source of 
irrigation water is and has historically been the shallow Mississippi River Valley Alluvial Aquifer.  This 
aquifer is being overdrawn 80 percent beyond its safe yield.  In addition, the Sparta Aquifer which 
supplies drinking water for many residents in the Mississippi River Valley is now being used for 
irrigation.  This special initiative of more than $2 million is available through the Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP) to address the water quantity issues in the Alluvial and Sparta aquifers. 

Agricultural producers in Arkansas, Prairie, and portions of Craighead, Cross, Lonoke, St. Francis, and 
Poinsett counties have until July 19, 2019, to submit applications for funding consideration to voluntarily 
implement conservation practices through the GWI. 

 “While Arkansas has an abundance of good quality groundwater in many parts of the state, groundwater 
is being depleted faster than the rate of recharge in the primary agricultural area for cultivated crops,” said 
Mike Sullivan, NRCS state conservationist for Arkansas.  

“There is a critical decline of groundwater in the aquifer beneath these increasingly irrigated acres. NRCS 
uses its programs and technical expertise to install systems that convert from groundwater use to abundant 
surface water utilizing the state’s annual rainfall and to promote efficient irrigation water management,” 
Sullivan said.  
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“I encourage all farmers in the critical groundwater areas to take advantage of these incentives, These 
incentives align with our State Water Plan’s goals of saving groundwater through conversion to surface 
water,” said Bruce Holland, Arkansas Natural Resources Commission executive director. 

“We’ve recognized the need for a sustainable water source for years,” said Richard Morris, who farms 
1,320 acres in Lonoke County on the farm where the first rice was grown in Arkansas and the first 
irrigation well was dug in the state. “By converting our operation to 100 percent surface water, we’re able 
to ensure a consistent water supply, reduce pumping costs and increase productivity.” 

The Morris’s will reduce their pumping costs by 90 percent compared to a similar system pumping 
groundwater in the area. 

“This initiative will provide farmers and landowners an opportunity to implement a suite of conservation 

practices that address declining groundwater concerns and are imperative to the sustainability of 

agriculture in East Arkansas,” said Debbie Moreland, Arkansas Association of Conservation Districts 

program administrator. 

In addition to surface water conversions, priority will be given to systems which will reduce overall water 
usage by irrigation water management and more efficient distribution systems.  To this end, all contracts 
will require implementation of an Irrigation Water Management (IWM) plan for three years and detailed 
water use reporting with NRCS.  Overall priority will be determined through a tiered system with the 
areas experiencing the deepest draw downs in the aquifers being the highest priorities.   

Most irrigation conservation practices will be available for EQIP funding.  In addition, practices which 
increase the water holding capacity of the soil will also be eligible.  Priority ranking will be given for: 

• Systems converting to surface water systems;  
• Installation of permanent flowmeters on all wells/relifts; 
• Yearly water level monitoring and data collection of water usage and water levels in producer 

wells by NRCS; and 
• Irrigation Water Management plans which have higher levels of management to achieve greater 

water savings.    

To sign up for EQIP, visit your local USDA field service center. To locate the local office, visit 
http://offices.sc.egov.usda.gov/locator/app. For more information NRCS programs, visit 
www.ar.nrcs.usda.gov.  
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