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In 2017, UW Discovery Farms 
and Discovery Farms Minnesota 
began monitoring tile drainage 
systems in northeastern 
Wisconsin and Minnesota as part 
of a Conservation Innovation 
Grant awarded by the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service. 
The goal of the project is to 
understand how farming practices 
and management systems 
influence tile water quality. 
We are monitoring flow rates 
and collecting water samples 
to analyze nutrient and soil 
concentrations. 

In Wisconsin, we are 
monitoring 24 sites at three 
different levels of monitoring. 

11 basic sites have bi-weekly 
flow measurements and water 
samples taken at tile outlets by 
Discovery Farms staff. 

9 intermediate sites 
continuously monitor flow and 
have bi-weekly water samples 
taken by Discovery Farms staff. 

4 intensive sites have 24/7 
monitoring equipment that 
continuously measure tile flow 
rates and automatically take water 
samples. 

Aaron Wunderlin, Senior Research 
Specialist at Discovery Farms, 
is responsible for the bi-weekly 
sampling and data collection at 
all of the tile sites in northeastern 
Wisconsin. 

Every 2 weeks, all sites are visited 
to measure flow and take a water 
sample. Notes are also taken 
about the site and visit. At the 
intermediate sites, data from the 
depth probes (Levelogger) are 
downloaded periodically. Site 
maintenance is done periodically 
as well.

Aaron delivers the data back 
to farmers each year. He said, 
“Farmers are very receptive to 
the results of the data. They are 
really interested in how different 
seasons and events on their 
fields show up in the data. All the 
farmers are thankful they have an 
opportunity to see what’s in their 
tiles regardless of the results.”

When asked what he has learned 
from sampling, Aaron replied, 
“After nearly three years of site 
visits, I’ve come to understand 
each site. While tile flow at some 
sites seem somewhat understood 
and predictable, others are not. 
There are times when flow or 
lack thereof  isn’t what I expect 
given current conditions and 
recent weather. But now I know 
this about these sites, so it isn’t a 
surprise anymore.

Sampling for the tile monitoring 
project will conclude at the end 
of the 2020 water year. The next 
steps will be to analyze final results 
and write a final report of the 
three years of monitoring data. 

See real time data: 
www.uwdiscoveryfarms.org/usgs-real-time-data
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