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Current Water Policy in Alabama  

 
Alabama does not currently have a formal comprehensive 

water policy or management plan  

 

Operates under the traditional common law riparian rights 

system (and all the vagaries that entails)  

 

Gov. Bentley started a planning process in 2012 to assess the 

need for and develop a water management plan. A first phase 

report was issued in early 2014.  

 

A formal Drought Response Plan was passed by the 

legislature and signed by the Governor in 2014 that formalizes 

the collection of information during drought periods  

 

Funds (approximately $2 million) were provided to carry out a 

water assessment studies in Alabama  

 

 



For Alabama to adopt a Comprehensive Water 

Plan it may have to be shown that the 

economic  cost of not having a plan exceeds 

the difficulties in developing a plan .  
 

Today the State is losing $100ôs of millions because farmers 

donôt have access to water and are not irrigating. 

 

Some areas such as Birmingham may face severe water 

restrictions if we have a drought like 1954  again  with 10 -100 

millions lost in nursery and big box sales.  

 

Loss of habitat in impaired streams may lead to greater 

number of endangered species leading to costly permit delays 

for industry and agriculture.   

 

100ôs of millions in irrigation municipal infrastructure may be at 

risk if upstream riparian users take water ï the farmer and the 

city are at the mercy of a court.  
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Planted Corn Acreage -  Alabama  
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Planted Acres of Cotton -  Alabama  



Headland, AL

Rainfed Corn Yield
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Deep water holding soils in the Midwest largely insulated 

farmers from short -term losses that plagued the Southeast  

 



         1925    1935    1945    1955    1965   1975    1985 

 Corn prices by state from 1928 to 1988. From Gardner 2002.  

Transportation Improvements Intruded into Regional 

Markets that had Functioned for Generations  

   

Historical Corn Price by State  

In 1928 a farmer in 

Alabama received 

nearly three times 

the price of corn 

as an Iowa  farmer  

Alabama  

Iowa 





Drought Monitor 

August 7, 2012  
Midwest Drought of 

2012 shows the danger 

of concentration too 

much of the Nationôs 

agricultural production 

in one region  

The impact could have 

been much worse because 

this drought was short -

lived and was not centered 

on the corn production 

region  



Irrigation also drove the migration of agriculture  

 Potato production became concentrated in the Snake River Valley 

so that Maine, New York and Pennsylvania lost their production.  

Irrigated cotton in California, New Mexico and Arizona drove 

Southern Cotton farmers out of business.  
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1930 
The underlying map shows precipitation.  

 

We have moved production away from the Nationôs water  

2013 



Climate can totally change agriculture and society  



Landowners faced with the competition of 

Western subsidized irrigated agriculture and 

deep water holding soils in mid-west  resorted 

to accepting government set asides (CRP) or 

timber farming.    

 

Land is now in timber or low intensity pasture. 

 
When a farmer is farming he is turning over $500-$750 
per acre  per year which is part of the local economy 
 
With timber production or CRP he is only turning over 
$50-100 per acre per year. 
 

Rural towns dependent on farming business 

died out. 

 

It was a recipe for economic collapse. 

 
 

In the Alabama the  loss of agriculture devastated 
rural economies 

(Birmingham News.Bernard Troncale) 

 



Alabama University Irrigation Initiative (AUII) 
 
Begun in 2003 as a multi-disciplinary and multi-university study to address 
whether expanded irrigation might resurrect rural economies in Alabama and 
be carried our in a environmental  sound and sustainable fashion. 
 

Å               Universities 
                    University of Alabama in Huntsville 
  Auburn University 
                                   University of Alabama  
  Alabama A&M  
  Tuskegee University 
 Partners 
  Alabama Farm Federation 
  Alabama Office Water Resources 
  Geological Survey of  Alabama 
  Natural Resource and Conservation Service 
  U.S. Geological  Survey 
 

Funded through 
  NOAA  Grant Mitigation of  Drought  ~ 2.5 million 
  USDA-Southeast Climate Consortium ~  0.5 million 

 



Corn Yield Estimated by DSSAT Crop Model 
for Coastal Plain Soils in South Alabama  



The twentieth century in which western agriculture evolved was 

likely the west century in the last 500 years. Climate change 

indicates drying in the Southwest but no change or increases in 

the East .  


