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Practice Overview 

Similar to a controlled drainage system, water control 
structures manage the water table through the field. 
However, water is supplied to the system from a ditch, 
storage pond, or other source to ensure the water table 
is always at an ideal level. Excess water from rainfall can 
still be drained through the system.  

How it Works 

Water is supplied to an otherwise controlled drainage system to ensure that the water table is always at 
an ideal level. Water can be pumped from a nearby well, ditch, or storage pond to each control 
structure, or to an upstream mainline/manifold. The water essentially fills up the system to the level of 
the water control structures. A combination of floats, pumps, and automatic valves can be used to 
automate and optimize the system.  

Since water isn’t pumped overhead, subirrigation systems can operate more efficiently than sprinkler 
irrigation. Also, the water is less exposed to the atmosphere on hot, dry, summer days so there is less 
evaporation loss compared to other irrigation systems.  

Installation Considerations 

• Most effective on flat fields 

• Lateral spacing should be about 65% closer than traditional drainage 

• Soil must have high water holding capacity 

• Soil profile must have an impermeable layer to prevent deep infiltration 

 
Studies, Resources, Funding 

• NRCS Code 443 – Irrigation System, Surface and Subsurface  

• Transforming Drainage – Subirrigation Suitability Tool  

• Transforming Drainage – Pond Sizing Tool 

Benefits  

• Higher and less variable yields  

• Reduced nutrient loss 

• Less energy and water needed to 
irrigate compared to other 
irrigation systems 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/resources/guides-and-instructions/irrigation-system-surface-and-subsurface-ac-443-conservation
https://transformingdrainage.org/tools/subirrigation-suitability-tool/
https://drainage.agriculture.purdue.edu/
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