Environmental Close-Up: Groundwater Mining in Garden City, Kansas

For 20 million years, much of the precipitation that fell on the Great Plains infiltrated the sand and gravel aquifer surrounding Garden City, Kansas.  For nearly one hundred years, wheat (a low water-demanding crop) was the predominant crop.  But in 1960, farmers began to tap the groundwater in the Ogallala Aquifer, and because of this availability of water, corn (which requires more water than wheat) quickly replaced wheat as the main crop.  For $4.50, a farmer could distribute 1 meter of water over 1 hectare of land.

An economic boom resulted when farmers began to irrigate and grow corn.  Today, nearly 25,000 wells are irrigating 1.4 million hectares of land, and the corn is being fed to feedlot cattle.  Five large packing plants in the area process enough cattle in a single day to feed a million people.


The amount of irrigation in the area is the subject of much controversy.  Although irrigation has been in operation for over 30 years, the cost of pumping enough water to cover 1 hectare of land with 1 meter of water could increase to $250.  The increase is a result of higher fuel costs, inflation, and the decreased amount of water in the aquifer.  In over 30 years of pumping, the water level in the aquifer has dropped 4 meters.  At the present rate of pumping, the aquifer is estimated to be dry early in the next century.


Soil conservationists predict that, when the water is no longer available from the aquifer, farmers will not be able to produce a crop, and that conditions will be similar to those of the dusts bowls of the 1930s.  Farmers, cattle growers, and slaughterhouse owners are resisting any attempts to limit the amount of water allowed for irrigation.  They are certain that new sources of water will be found in unexploited aquifers or by diverting water from water-rich regions like the Great Lakes.
