
 

 

 

  

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Dairy’s shrinking water footprint: A key piece of the SGMA puzzle 
 
The implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act (SGMA) and other anticipated water 
restrictions pose major challenges for California agriculture. 
Without effective solutions, economists have estimated that up 
to one million acres of farmland will be fallowed, resulting in a 
revenue loss of $7.2 billion per year. As the state’s top 
agricultural commodity, dairy farming is an important part of 
the SGMA challenge.  Fortunately, dairy farmers have an 
excellent track record for water savings and are continuing to 
adopt innovative strategies to advance environmental 
sustainability and help meet the water conservation challenges 
ahead.  
 
According to researchers at University of California, Davis, the 
amount of water used per unit of milk produced in the state has 
decreased more than 88 percent over the past 50 years. This is 
primarily due to improved feed crop production and water use 
efficiency. A large portion of the water savings can be attributed to the use of byproducts as feed.  
 
More than 40 percent of feed ingredients used on California dairy farms are byproducts of 
other agricultural and food production processes, which are provided as dairy feed without any 
additional water needed for production. This includes materials such as almond hulls, tomato and citrus 
pulp, cotton seed, and brewer’s grain, which could otherwise be wasted. Dairy farmers work with nutritionists 
to incorporate these materials into well-balanced, nutritious rations for cows. In this way, dairy farms work in 
harmony with the state’s other agricultural and food production industries—making for efficient use of water 
resources.   
 
While dairies typically grow the majority of their non-byproduct feed ingredients using 
recycled water from the dairy, feed is also grown out-of-state, further reducing in-state water 
use by more than 30 percent. Over the past 50 years, California dairy farmers have also significantly 
increased the amount of feed crops they grow per acre of land, providing tremendous environmental benefits—
reducing the amount of fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides needed, while also reducing the energy to irrigate 
crops, and the amount of fuel used by tractors. Water use and feed production will remain an important topic 
moving forward, which is why California dairy farmers continue to implement new strategies and technologies 
to boost water use efficiency and promote overall sustainability. 
 
One example of these efforts was recently awarded a prestigious sustainability award from the Innovation 
Center for U.S. Dairy.  Sustainable Conservation and Netafim partnered with De Jager Dairy and two other 
California dairies to develop and demonstrate a new way to grow dairy forage crops: a subsurface drip 
irrigation (SDI) system that uses manure effluent. The system delivers plant nutrients found in dairy manure 
beneath the soil surface, improving irrigation water use efficiency and nutrient use efficiency, while providing 
other environmental benefits. Thanks to this partnership effort and grant funding now being provided by the 
Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS), more dairy farms will soon be able to implement this 
approach.  
 

More than 40 percent of feed ingredients used on 

California dairy farms are byproducts of other 

agricultural and food production processes. 

https://waterblueprintca.com/
https://www.journalofdairyscience.org/article/S0022-0302(20)30074-6/fulltext
https://www.californiadairypressroom.com/Press_Releases/california-dairy-farmers-earn-us-dairy-sustainability-award-collaboration
https://www.dairycares.com/post/new-incentive-opportunity-helps-conserve-water-and-boosts-environmental-performance


 

Dairy Cares is a statewide coalition supporting economic and environmental sustainability and responsible animal care. 
Our members include Bar 20 Dairy Farms, California Cattlemen’s Association, California Dairies Inc., California Dairy 
Campaign, California Dairy Research Foundation, California Farm Bureau Federation, Dairy Farmers of America-
Western Area, Dairy Institute of California, F & R Ag Services, GHD, Inc., Hilmar Cheese Co., Joseph  
Gallo Farms, Land O’Lakes,  Milk Producers Council, Ruan Transport Corp.,   
Yosemite Farm Credit, Zenith Insurance Company, and others. For information, visit DairyCares.com  
or call 916-441-3318. To subscribe to the e-newsletter, contact news@dairycares.com. 

  

The manure SDI system will serve as an important tool in the implementation of SGMA for two reasons: the 
conservation of water (nearly 40 percent more crop produced per drop of water) and a more efficient use of 
manure nutrients as fertilizer. As acres of farmland will need to be fallowed to meet SGMA requirements, dairy 
farmers will need to ensure manure nutrients produced on their farms continue to be used in ways that best to 
protect water and air quality, while helping build healthy soils. The organic matter and nutrients found in dairy 
manure have potential to help improve the health and water-holding capacity of soils throughout the state. 
 
Dairies are an integral part of any sustainable food system. The state’s dairy farms play an important role—
from providing nutritious dairy foods and180,000 year-round jobs, to utilizing thousands of tons of byproducts 
as feed, while offering a source of organic matter that can help promote healthy, more resilient soils. California 
dairy farms also continue to demonstrate a commitment to sustainability—reducing water use by adopting 
innovative practices. Likewise, dairy farms will continue to be an important part of the conversation—as 
farmers, stakeholders, and officials at both the local and state level continue developing plans to achieve 
sustainability in groundwater use and protect the environment. 
 

Dairy farms continue using water efficiently, maximizing resources while supporting the economy.  
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