El Paso valley growers deal with water, soil salinity

By Cindy Loggins Wise

West Texas pecan growers
gathered on Jan. 19 in El Paso to
discuss their two biggest challenges:
water availability and soil salinity
issues.

Jesus  Reyes, the general
manager of their El Paso County
Water Improvement District #1,

brought relatively good news on
the water availability situation, at
least for this season. Pecan growers
in the El Paso Valley initially have
a 3.5-acre-feet allotment for 2011,
which could be raised to the full
4-acre-feet allotment by April or
May if snowfall is plentiful in the
Colorado mountains this winter. The

valley’s irrigation water comes from
Elephant Butte Reservoir, 120 miles
north of the valley.

This water improvement district
provides irrigation for 69,010 acres
of land, according to Reyes. The
infrastructure includes 400 miles of
canals and 350 miles of drains, and
serves 32,000 customers. Cotton and
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alfalfa are other major crops produced
in the El Paso Valley.

Irrigation water from Elephant
Butte 1is typically shut off from
October until around March 1. So, if
pecan growers choose to water during
the winter months, that water must
be pumped from their own wells. The
drawback is that the well water is
high in salts, and is typically used as
a last resort. In fact, another speaker,
Dr. Seiichi Miyamoto of TAMU told
the growers, “If you have to use the
well water all the time, forget about
growing pecans.”

Miyamoto addressed the problem
of salinity management in the El Paso
Valley. He cautioned those present,
“If you don’t have salt problems now,
it is a potential problem for you.”
NMSU Agronomist Robert Flynn
had just explained to the group that
desert soils tend to be salty simply
because there is a lack of rainfall to
leach salts down into the soil.

Mild salt stress is difficult to
distinguish  from  water-stressed
trees, Miyamoto added. However,
small leaves and delayed budbreak
are two symptoms to watch for.

For those contemplating new
plantings in the valley, soil selection
is a major consideration. About half
of the soil in the El Paso Valley is
a silty clay loam, he said, which
will require major modification to
sustain pecan production. The type
of modification required is a major
undertaking and includes trenching,
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om left, El Paso Valley growers John Eveler, Kevin Ivey and Art Ivey.
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excavation, and chiseling or ripping.
Clay layers which impede water
movement down into the soil must
be broken up so that salts can be
leached. One approach which has
proven to be effective, Miyamoto
noted, is trenching down the tree row
about five feet from the tree and then
adding sand to the orchard floor to
fill in the trench, thereby enhancing
drainage. Making deep cracks and
topdressing with sand to keep the
cracks “open” is the desired outcome.
Various, very extensive approaches to
soil excavation have been employed
in the valley.

A panel of growers discussed
their approaches to salinity
management. Art Ivey of Rio Bravo
Farms emphasized that “the secret
1s drainage, particularly with clay
soils. T do anything and everything
I can to enhance drainage.” He puts
out gypsum in significant volume in
his trouble spots to help chemically
change the salts in the soil into a
leachable form that can be more easily
pushed down through the soil. The
gypsum is disked into the top three-
four inches of soil “so that it doesn’t
blow away.” He also does chiseling or
ripping of the soil regularly — 26-32
inches deep down the middle of tree
Tows.

Kevin Ivey noted that “it is now
fairly standard practice in the valley
to excavate any soil you plan to plant
to pecans.” The excavation process
entails using a backhoe or similar
equipment to dig down, break up
and mix clay layers of soil with more
sandy layers. He said they acquired
a 100-acre planting that had suffered
for years from salinity issues. Using
a “ladder trencher”, they cut a trench
26 inches wide down the tree rows
to break up the soil and provide
better drainage. On other acreage,
they regularly chisel down the row
middles. He also pointed out that
leveling your fields helps with salt
control by providing even water
distribution during irrigation.

Grower dJohn Eveler of Oro
Farms shared that one area of their
farm suffered because of deep clay
soil, to the extent that the trees were
taken out, some of the clay was dug
and hauled out, and then replaced
by sand. That was only affordable,



he pointed out, because they found
a source that wanted the clay and
agreed to take it away and replace it
with the sand. “We also chisel every
couple of years to combat compaction.
And we have gone to a sod floor
instead of clean tilling.”

Marcelino Lozano of MBM Farms
also emphasized the importance of
breaking up those clay layers so that
the inevitable salts could be leached
down past the root zone. I

Dr. Jaime Iglesias, standing, is El
Paso’s county ag extension agent
who works with pecan growers. Also
pictured is NMSU’s Dr. Robert Flynn.
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