Dr H20 on Irrigation Management
To Water Meter or Not to Water Meter? – This is no longer the question!
For those who have followed my articles or been at events where I have spoken over the years, you will be aware that I have long been an advocate for water metering to assist farmers with managing their businesses for greater profitability.  “We can’t manage what we don’t measure”, is a statement bandied about time and time again,. However when it comes to irrigation management, measurement of all aspects of your system’s performance is critical, if the efficiencies and profitability these provide are to be achieved. 

Now with the introduction of the National Environmental Standard for Water Metering, the choice to install a meter or not has, for the majority of irrigators, been removed.  For those who have not yet caught up on the new legislation, the Government has made water metering mandatory for all water users extracting over 5 l/s.  The regulations came into effect on 10 November 2010.  If the regulations apply to you and your consent was granted before 10 November 2010, the deadline for compliance depends on your allowed rate of take:

›› 20 litres per second or more: no later than 10 November 2012

›› 10 litres per second up to 20 litres per second: no later than 10 November 2014

›› 5 litres per second up to 10 litres per second: no later than 10 November 2016. 

Since the announcement, many irrigators have thrown their hands up in despair about another Government imposed regulation that will place significant financial burden on them.  Recently I saw an article suggesting water metering was the straw that broke the camel’s back for an orchardist in Otago, who was going to pull his trees out as a result.  While everyone’s situation is different and those who have open channel flow schemes do face additional costs over piped flow irrigators, the value that can be gained is real and in many cases I believe the meter will pay for itself with increased efficiencies time and time again.

Before I go much further a quick note to make sure irrigators understand the scale of the water meter installations required in Canterbury.  In the order of 150+ meters must be installed every month between now and 10 November 2012.  Currently the rate of installs occurring is only a fraction of this so a rush in the winter of 2012 is looking likely.  Many farmers will be disappointed as the industry cannot install 3 or 4 thousand meters in over a winter and many may find themselves unable to operate their consents.  Please organize your metering solution early.  Take advantage of the benefits it offers now and don’t get caught short in the mad rush at the end.

The key to gaining direct benefit from the meter is to make the information relevant and easily accessible.  The two key elements that are of real benefit for management are the flow rate and the depth of application.  Flow rate is so very important in determining the performance of your system and is always available on the low maintenance Magnetic Flow Meter.  But first you need to ask your designer what the flow rates should be, if you don’t already have that information?  Then you can monitor for changes in flow rates and correct issues as soon as they occur.  Many a time I have investigated irrigators that don’t seem to be performing correctly.  My portable water meter often quickly identifies there is a problem (stones trapped in the control valve, issues with the pump, or any number of other problems), but a permanently installed meter would have identified this straight away, potentially reducing any lost production that may well have occurred quickly.
The second item I mention is depth of application.  “I have never seen depth on a meter” you may say. Well this is true, but volume data is of little value on its own.  We all talk about how much rain we have had or what we just applied with the irrigator in terms of mm depth, so it makes sense to look at your total water usage numbers in terms of depth of application.  We simply use the formula:

·  mm depth = Volume (m3)/Area (ha) divided by 10, for example take 5972(m3) /132.7 (ha) and divide the result by 10 to get the answer 4.5 mm.
If you have a water meter already installed, try the calculation and you may be surprised at the results.  Record the total water used for 24 hours and calculate the area being irrigated during that time.  Often people realise their systems apply a far different amount of water than they remember the installer yelling to them out the window as he drove out of the paddock. 
With data recording required under the regulations, the majority of farmers who have installed equipment recently have opted for telemetry.  The data is available 24/7 for you to access easily from the comfort of your home office or anywhere you have an internet connection to manage your compliance.  Even more importantly your system performance can be monitored continuously. 
With the costs of telemetry hardware now at similar levels to standalone loggers and the ongoing costs of operating the equipment now only a few dollars per month, the price of ownership is now often less than buying a standalone logger and paying a contractor to come to the property and extract the data.  The functionality of many of the telemetry products is also increasing.  Working with Datacol, at SICON Rural we are now offering equipment that will monitor many different parameters such as well water level, pressure, soil moisture or rainfall in addition to your water meters.  Also, with this next generation of equipment the remote starting or stopping of equipment, such as pumps, is possible.  Intruder alerts can also be configured.  With simple web or cell phone interfaces the added utility and time saving this type of equipment offers, helps spread the cost over a wider range of useful functions making the justification for telemetry even easier.
Dr Blair Miller is Business Development Manager for SICON Ltd Contracting and Rural Services.  Feel free to contact Blair at 03 318 8320 or blair@sicon.co.nz to discuss any of your general irrigation or water meter solution needs.  
