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The Des Moines Water Works Lawsuit: What does it mean to you?
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In 2015, the Des Moines Water Works sued Calhoun, 
Buena Vista and Sac counties, alleging underground 
drainage tiles act as channels that enable high levels 
of nitrates to move from farm fields into the Raccoon 
River, one of two sources of drinking water for 500,000 
Des Moines metro residents.

The federal complaint, filed against the county 
supervisors in their role as trustees of their drainage 
districts, contends ag drainage is resulting in a $7,000 
a day removal cost for the Des Moines Water Works. 
The utility has since said it cost $1.5 million to run its 
denitrification system in 2015 when it encountered 
record levels of nitrate. 

The utility seeks federal oversight of the drainage 
districts, and indirectly farmers, under the Clean Water 
Act. They contend that the drainage ditches should be 
legally considered point sources, similar to wastewater 
treatment facilities and livestock confinements that 
must comply with the federal permitting process. 

Why is nitrate pollution bad?
Concentrations of nitrate in Iowa streams and 
groundwater rank among the highest in the country. 
Studies have found links between elevated nitrate levels 
in drinking water and birth defects of the brain and 
spinal cord. Researchers have also found an increased 
risk for bladder and thyroid cancer as nitrate levels in 
water supplies increased. 

The Iowa Department of Public Health notes that acute 
illnesses from drinking water in Iowa are rare, but says 
the science linking water quality and chronic illness is 
evolving, and it’s important for Iowans to understand 
the impacts of water quality in the state. Water utilities 
are required to keep nitrate at safe levels at the tap. That’s 

10 milligrams per liter. A year of sampling at the three 
drainage districts found average nitrate levels of 20 to 30 
milligrams per liter.

What if Des Moines Water Works wins?
The lawsuit is unprecedented—there’s never been a 
lawsuit to stop drainage. Essentially, the Water Works is 
suing landowners. If successful, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency could require all 3,000 drainage 
districts in Iowa to issue permits on drainage, leading 
to regulations on individual farms. The lawsuit could hold 
landowners accountable for the polluted water that runs 
off their fields and manure lagoons, drains into discharge 
canals and ends up in downstream. Such a ruling could 
not only affect the legal responsibility of landowners 
and farmers in Iowa, but could likely have implications 
throughout the United States.

was formed to reach out to absentee and non-operator 
landowners and connect them with information and 
financial assistance available to help them maintain and 

improve the natural resources on their land.

Currently, about 60 percent of the agricultural 
land in Iowa is owned by people who either don’t 
live on their land or don’t operate their farmland. 
In parts of northern Iowa, this number is as high 
as 70 percent. The purpose of Iowa Conservation 
Connect is to better assist landowners who live 
away from their land.

If you are a landowner interested in natural 
resources conservation and want to learn more 
about available programs, resources and support, 
Iowa Conservation Connect is here for you!

Iowa Conservation Connect is a partnership of 
conservation agencies that care about protecting and 
preserving our natural resources in Iowa. The partnership 

Iowa Conservation Connect -- Connecting You with the Information You Need

Jay Ford and the landowner advisor team are available to provide assistance - at 
no cost to you.

This fall consider source, rate, and 
placement of fertilizer application. Iowa Conservation Connect works to reach out 

to absentee and non-operator landowners and 
connect them with information and financial 
assistance to help them maintain and improve 
the natural resources on their land. Over the 
next few months, we will be focusing on nutrient 
pollution in the Raccoon River Watershed. 
Through our efforts, we will help you understand 
ways that you can be a part of the solution.
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• The Des Moines Water Works Lawsuit: 
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The Des Moines Water Works Lawsuit: What does it mean to you? (continued)
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Practice Focus: What are the 4Rs?

What if the drainage districts win? 
At a minimum, this lawsuit is a warning. While agri-
cultural groups and farmers maintain they should be 
given time to allow Iowa’s voluntary Nutrient Reduction 
Strategy to work, environmental groups say water quality 
is continuing to decline, and the strategy won’t work 
because there isn’t enough funding or a timeline for 
effective action. 

Des Moines Water Works and others will likely continue 
to push for more regulations. They see regulation, not 
voluntary programs, as the way to more universal use of 
water quality practices among Iowa farmers.

What can I do?
Talk with your tenant. You don’t have to be an expert—
simply making your tenant aware of your concerns and 
how you want resources taken care of is an important 
first step.  

Landowners can also play an important role in 
implementing practices to improve water quality.  
In upcoming newsletters, we will explore different 
conservation practices that can help you and your tenant 
make good use of nutrients and reduce the amount that 
leave your farm in runoff or drainage waters.

In 2012, the Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy was 
released through a joint effort of the Iowa Department 
of Agriculture and Land Stewardship, Iowa Department 
of Natural Resources, and Iowa State University. The 
strategy was prompted by the 2008 Gulf Hypoxia 
Action Plan that calls for Iowa and other states along 
the Mississippi River to develop plans to reduce nutrient 
loadings to the Gulf of Mexico by at least 45% in total 
nitrogen and total phosphorus loads. 

The Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy is a science- and 
technology-based plan that outlines a practical, voluntary 
approach for conserving the state’s rich soils and reducing 
nutrients to Iowa waters and the Gulf of Mexico. The 
strategy is designed to direct efforts to reduce nutrients 
discharged from the state’s largest wastewater treatment 
plants, in combination with targeted practices designed 
to reduce loads from nonpoint sources such as agriculture. 
The strategy has targets for nonpoint sources statewide to 
lower the nitrogen loss by 126,000 tons and phosphorus 
loss by 4,800 tons to attain the goal of reducing nutrient 
load losses by 45%.

While there is progress since 2012, there is a long way 
to go. Data released in September 2016 showed positive 
trends toward expanded use of conservation farming 

What is the Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy?

practices, but officials say 
estimated cuts in nitrogen, 
phosphorus and other 
nutrients flowing into 
Iowa waterways were small 
compared to the ambitious goals that have been set. 
Due to the tiled landscape and heavy agricultural use of 
the watershed, there is no simple or single solution to 
significantly improve water quality in the Raccoon River. 
Water quality modeling results indicate that, even with 
100% acceptance and use of any single best management 
practice, reaching the water quality reduction goals 
is unlikely. Adequate control of nutrients will require 
a combination of best management practices that 1) 
reduce the source of nutrients; 2) trap nutrients before 
they enter the water; and 3) treat tile drainage water or 
surface runoff to reduce nutrients.

Nitrate pollution is not just a central Iowa problem. 
Elevated nitrate levels are a persistent problem for 
public water supplies and private wells across the state. 
Iowa has been working for decades to protect and 
improve water quality. However, more can be done. 
Learn more about practices farmers are trying at http://
www.cleanwateriowa.org/farm.aspx

Drainage tile outlets into a 
drainage ditch carrying water 
and nutrients downstream.

4R Nutrient Stewardship is an approach for fertilizer 
best management practices adopted by the world’s 
fertilizer industry. The 4Rs provide a framework to 
achieve cropping system goals — increased production, 
increased farmer profitability, enhanced environmental 
protection and improved sustainability. To achieve 
those goals, the 4R’s incorporate the

Right fertilizer source at the

Right rate, at the 

Right time and in the 

Right place

Properly managed fertilizers support cropping systems 
that provide economic, social and environmental 
benefits. On the other hand, poorly managed nutrient 
applications can decrease profitability and increase 
nutrient losses, potentially degrading water and air. 

4R nutrient stewardship requires the implementation 
of best management practices (BMPs) that optimize the 
efficiency of fertilizer use. The goal of fertilizer BMPs 
is to match nutrient supply with crop requirements 
and to minimize nutrient losses. Selection of BMPs 
varies by location, and those chosen for a given farm are 
dependent on local soil and climatic conditions, crop, 
management conditions and other site specific factors. 

Other agronomic and conservation practices, such as 
no-till farming and the use of cover crops, play a valuable 

role in supporting 4R nutrient stewardship. As a result, 
fertilizer BMPs are most effective when applied with 
other agronomic and conservation practices.

Benefits of Using the 4Rs

Improve agricultural productivity
 • Optimizing nutrient management is simply good 

business in dealing with fluctuations in prices of 
fertilizers and other inputs, as well as in process of 
crops sold.

 • Higher crop yields are well documented with better 
crop and soil management.

 • Improved fertilizer efficiency increases the quantity 
produced per acre for each unit of nutrient applied, 
without sacrificing yield potential.

Minimize environmental impact
 • Adopting nutrient stewardship contributes to the 

preservation of natural ecosystems by growing 
more on less land.

 • Retaining nutrients within a field’s boundaries and 
in the crop rooting zone greatly reduces the amount 
that is not utilized by plants and thereby escapes 
into the environment as pollution.

Ideas to Consider

Take a look at the insert for ideas to consider. Applying 
these general practices will minimize nutrient transport 
from fields and maximize crop uptake and utilization. For 
more information, visit www.nutrientstewardship.org. 

Request “Discussing nutrient management 
with your tenant” brochure to learn how to 
start the conversation. You don’t have to be an 
expert on nutrient stewardship; making your 
tenant aware of your concerns and how you 
want resources taken care of is an important 
first step. 

Request the brochure by calling 
866.792.6248 or emailing 

info@absenteelandowners.org.


