When Can You Stop Irrigating?
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Sometimes determining when to shut off the irrigation system at the end of the growing season can be difficult.  It is often a balancing act between ensuring the soil has sufficient moisture to take the crop to physiological maturity and reducing pumping costs.  Applying irrigation water beyond maturity is unnecessary and increases pumping costs.
Crop physiologic development is related to heat units received during the growing season which is referred to as growing degree days (GDDs).  Fortunately, accumulated GDDs for most irrigated crops can be found on the North Dakota Agricultural Weather Network (NDAWN – http://ndawn.ndsu.nodak.edu/applications.html .  By comparing this years GDDs with the amount accumulated in a normal year, you can determine when a crop is developing faster or slower than normal.
Knowing the physical indicators of physiological maturity of the cops being irrigated and checking soil moisture levels will help you determine when irrigation is no longer needed.

CORN:  should be irrigated until sufficient moisture is available to ensure that the milk of the kernels moves down to the tip of the kernel or black layer formation (physiological maturity).

DRT EDIBLE BEANS:  The last irrigation should be when the first pods are filling or irrigation stopped when 50 percent of the leaves are yellowing on the plants.

SOYBEANS:  should be irrigated until sufficient moisture is available to allow full bean development and pod fill.  This stage is when leaves are yellowing (75 percent to 80 percent) and all pods are filled, with the lower pods just starting to turn brown.

SUNFLOWERS:  should be irrigated until sufficient moisture is available for the sunflower achenes (seeds) to fill.  This is when the back of the heads turn from a line green to a yellow green and ray petals are completely dried.

ALFALFA:  should be irrigated to maintain active growth until growth is stopped by a hard frost.  Alfalfa going into winter with adequate soil moisture has a much better chance of little or no winter kill.

