Georgia Farmers Increase Adoption Rate of Soil Moisture Sensor Technology for Irrigation Scheduling Through the Master Irrigator Program
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   In 2018, only 11 percent of Georgia producers reported through NASS that they were using soil moisture sensors. The UGA Extension Ag Water team received a seed grant to begin the Master Irrigator Developmental Program in Georgia, which has led to fifty-seven farmers completing training in thirty-one counties during years 2023-2025. The Master Irrigator Developmental Program was designed to train irrigation managers and agents on advanced irrigation scheduling methods through multiple avenues including indoor seminars, in field one-on-one training, and guidance by texts and phone calls throughout the growing season. Producers being trained through the Master Irrigator Program are gaining valuable information and experience in managing irrigation applications on their farms and therefore, changing the way they decide to manage irrigation. Irrigating without an irrigation scheduling method can have a significant impact on crop yield, irrigation water use efficiency, and water consumption. Participants were surveyed before and after participation concerning their preferred methods of irrigation scheduling. Prior to participating in the program, fifty-five percent of responses were initiating irrigation scheduling decisions on either visible plant stress or feel of soil, both of which are not reliable-scientific methods. The post survey showed a fifty-nine percent reduction in the utilization of non-scientific methods such as feel of soil and visible plant stress in plans for future irrigation scheduling procedures. Through this program’s yearlong training, surveying showed after course completion ninety eight percent were most comfortable with soil moisture sensors as their chosen tool for management. With utilization of the knowledge gained and innovative technologies in the field, these producers are irrigating crops when the crops need moisture, and state water resources are being utilized more efficiently.

