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INSTALL MOISTURE SENSORS NOW ON CORN 

 

 

   We are starting out this year with a full profile of moisture.  That’s some money in the bank 

with that kind of a start and with current commodity prices, we needed some good news.  Corn 

stands look great with early corn already in the V3 and V4 stage.  Our silty clay loam and silt 

loam soils now hold 4 to 4.8 inches of crop ready available moisture in the top 4 feet of soil. 

Technology has improved with using sensors to predict the best times to irrigate.  The extension 

publication called “Soil Water Sensors for Irrigation Management” EC3002 by Suat Irmak, UNL 

Soil and Water Resources and Irrigation Engineer, is worth checking out to understand the 

differences in the technologies. This can be found easily at: http://go.unl.edu/watersensors 

   There are six methods used today to sense soil water status during the irrigation season.  I’ll 

mention four of the methods.  Appearance and feel method is the cheapest by using a soil probe 

and is often the least accurate of methods.  The reason why, it’s subjective or a judgement call 

and is time consuming.   

   The neutron gauge is used by researchers and is the most accurate indirect soil water sensor 

available. It emits 17,000 neutrons per second where they are slowed down by colliding with 

water atoms. It’s expensive and a user has to have the proper licensing, training and storage 

expertise.   

   Capacitance probes are increasing in use.  They are a form of electromagnetic sensors that 

indirectly measure soil water based on the dielectric properties of the soil.  A capacitor emits an 

electromagnetic field that extends outside of the access tube.  Proper installation is extremely 

important to prevent air gaps between the probe and soil.  Sometimes a slurry is used to close a 

gap but that can adversely impact the sensor readings.  It there is a gap, you have to use a slurry.  

Advantages include remote access capability and compatibility with additional instrumentation 

such as a weather station, continuous monitoring, fast response time and observing crop rooting 

activity. Several companies offer technical support which can include installation, maintenance 

and data interpretation.   

   Watermark sensors have been purchased through cost share assistance with the Lower Big Blue 

NRD by over 200 farmers.  Now is the perfect time to install them on corn.  The sensors are used 

to estimate soil tension and are comprised of two non-connecting electrodes embedded in a 

porous material that can be used over again.  These are an improvement over the old version 

gypsum blocks.  They are relatively inexpensive as compared to other options. They require good 

soil contact when installing and have a lag time for the sensor to change with the surrounding soil 

following a rain or irrigation. 

   If you have experienced water moving down along the PVC pipe to the 2nd or 3rd foot sensor 

and temporarily gives you a false reading after an irrigation event or rain, there is a new idea to 

prevent this. There is an excellent UNL publication on the watermark sensors at: 

http://go.unl.edu/watermark Figure 9 shows a picture of a gasket with a 1.5 inch diameter and 7/8 

inch inside diameter that fit perfectly and prevents this problem.  It’s a great idea.  
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   You could make these from a piece of rubber inner tubes as Tyler Weishahn at the Lower Big 

Blue NRD has done this.  At a hardware supplier, ask for rubber, neoprene or EPDM washers that 

are exactly 7/8 inch inside diameter and 1.5 to 2.75 inches outside diameter. I will start to keep a 

supply here at the office.  Give us a call if you would like to order some at a minimal cost.  

   On the shelf, over winter, the sensors should read 199 cb and after 10 to 14 minutes in a bucket 

of water they should read 0 to 10 cb.  If they don’t, replace them.  Now is the time to install, the 

soil moisture situation makes it easy.  Don’t leave them sitting on your shop bench!    
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