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DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE ———

Water quality continues to rank among top
concerns in lowans’ public discourse. Nitrate
concentrations in the Raccoon River drew
much attention last year when levels were

high throughout much of the summer, leading
to a watering ban in Des Moines. Those high
levels persisted into the winter. Research has
shown that most of the nitrate observed in lowa
streams originates with losses from our annual
cropping systems. | did several interviews about
these issues in 2025, which led to authoring a
recent blog post (https://go.iastate.edu/I2QY1R)
published by the lowa Learning Farms and
Conservation Learning Group. In it, | try to
provide insights into lowa’s complicated,
ongoing water quality and nutrient reduction
challenges. | invite you to review snapshots

of the data | shared in the blog, which highlight
several interacting factors that have aligned

to help create these conditions, including
nutrient use, precipitation patterns and lag
times, and tile drainage in much of the state.
Understanding these factors is important to
interpret current water-quality trends and
better evaluate the long-term impacts and
potential of conservation practices.

The lowa Nutrient Research Center has helped
spark more than 150 projects, with many
contributing to the list of science-based options
to reduce nutrient loss. We continue to learn
more about our water quality challenges and
opportunities for improvements. The bottom
line continues to be: We need to pursue all
available solutions. | hope you'll stay tuned and
stay engaged. This spring, | plan to continue
the series of blog posts exploring these factors
and, gaining insights from INRC-supported
research, how we can use what we know to
benefit water quality in lowa’s landscapes.

Respecttully,
INRC Director, Matt Helmers

INRC FUNDS NEW WATER
QUALITY PROJECTS IN 2025

The lowa Nutrient Research Center completed its 13th grant cycle,
funding research projects that advance the science of nutrient
management practices and their implementation. Since 2013, over
$19.3 million has been awarded for 157 competitive grants. Each
year, a committee of investigators in lowa and surrounding states,
without ties to the proposals, assists INRC in evaluating proposals

to select the most promising projects in areas stakeholders have
identified as important and timely. In 2025, INRC funded 12 new
projects, representing $1.57 million of funding in the following categories.

EDGE OF FIELD
* Evaluating Phosphorus Retention in Saturated Riparian Buffers

* Uncovering Soil and Sediment Properties to Inform Saturated
Buffer Design

MULTI-OBJECTIVE

* Accelerating Farmer Adoption of Edge-of-Field Conservation
Practices on Leakiest Fields: Economic Experiment Evidence
that Reduces Hypothetical Bias

* Building Resources for Integrated Decision-making for aGricultural
Engagement (BRIDGE)

* Making Woodchip Bioreactors More Accessible by Expanding
Woodchip Source Materials and Increasing Supply Chain Capacity

* Quantifying Organic Nitrogen and Other Suspended Solids at High
Resolutions to Investigate Nutrient Transport Patterns in lowa Rivers

LAND MANAGEMENT

- Effect of Winter Cereal Rye Cultivar Selection and Herbicide Choice
on Seedling Disease, Pathogen Populations, Nitrogen Dynamics and
Growth and Yield of Corn - Year 3

° Legacy Phosphorus Storage and Remobilization in a
Dynamic Floodplain

* Making Prairie Practical: Expanding Flexibility in Planting Methods for
Retired Marginal Lands and Edge-of-Field Nutrient Reduction Practices

*  Optimizing Planting Methods for Cover Crops Before Corn:
Comparison of Precision Planting and Strip Tillage to Achieve
Nutrient Loss Reduction and Maintain Yield

NUTRIENT MANAGEMENT
* Enhancing In-Season Nitrogen Management in Corn Using UAS-based
Remote Sensing and Soil Data Integration

* Evaluating Poultry Manure Application Timing and Cover Crops to
Maximize Water Quality Benefits in Corn and Soy while Minimizing
Cover Crop Yield Drag

Visit inrc.cals.iastate.edu/projects for more details and updates
about INRC-funded projects.


https://go.iastate.edu/I2QY1R
http://inrc.cals.iastate.edu/projects

2025 INRC PROJECTS BY THE NUMBERS
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2025 ACTIVITIES

Showcase for Stakeholders — INRC held an event designed for
water quality stakeholders in November that featured short
presentations by nine scientists who have led INRC-supported
projects. Almost 40 attended, representing farmers, retailers,
government and environmental interests.

Nitrate Testing Guide - High nitrate levels in water can pose
significant problems for humans and the environment. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established a drinking
water standard of 10 mg/L nitrate-nitrogen or lower to protect
human health. The free Guide for Water Quality Testing for Nitrate,
developed by INRC with lowa State University Extension and
Outreach, shows how to properly test for nitrate in water.

Field Day: Combining In-Field and Edge-of-Field Practices

for Water Quality and Soil Health — INRC co-sponsored a field
day in September at the Porter Family Farm near Reinbeck, lowa,
with Practical Farmers of lowa. About 50 attended to see examples
of layered conservation practices, including an experimental
“saturated grass waterway” being studied by researchers at the
University of lowa and lowa State with INRC support.

Researchers Open House — An INRC Researcher Open House

was held in May where 20 current INRC-supported researchers shared
“lightning” presentations about their projects to a group of 48 scientists,
with the aim of stimulating collaboration and further research ideas.

INRS and Your Farm Workshop - Building on a workshop developed
in 2023, INRC Assistant Director Kay Stefanik presented a condensed
version at the Coralville Crop Advantage Meeting in January and

recorded a related episode of Crops TV for an audience of about 200.

OTHER OUTREACH AND COLLABORATION ACTIVITIES DURING 2025 INCLUDED ——

Conservation on Tap and virtual field days in partnership with lowa Learning Farms.

Participating and hosting many of the lowa Learning Farms weekly webinars (live and archived views of 2025 webinars
was over 10,000).

Presentations about edge-of-field practices and wetlands using conservation station trailers as part of the lowa State Fair
(1,000+ visitors) and Southeast Research and Demonstration Farm Ag Exploration Days (318 youth and teachers).

Nitrate testing demonstrations for Water Rocks! Teacher Summit with lowa Learning Farms (35 attendees) and ISU
Extension and Outreach Master Conservationist Statewide Meet-up Water Quality Workshop (35 attendees).

Conservation Drainage School, held in Nashua, lowa, attracted 30 farmers and agricultural professionals from four states.

Training-the-Trainer workshops on manure management, edge-of-field and emerging and new edge-of-field practices in
Ames, Clear Lake, Crawfordsville and Lake City, lowa.

Presentations to groups including SERA-46, University of Wisconsin Extension and a Nitrogen Use Efficiency conference
in Ames, lowa.



INRC SEMINAR SERIES

The water quality research seminar series, with monthly hybrid
presentations during the academic year, was continued for a fifth
year. Spring 2025 seminars featured “Insights from Next Gen Water
Researchers” presented by current and recent graduate students,
discussing INRC-supported studies and how water quality research
is helping inform their careers. The Fall 2025 seminar series featured
faculty and partners discussing “Regional Collaborative Research.”
About 160 attended INRC hybrid seminars in 2025 and over 1,570
viewed online seminar recordings during the year. Past seminar
recordings can be found on the lowa Nutrient Research Center
recordings at inrc.cals.iastate.edu/video.

RESEARCH NEWS

In 2025, INRC news releases, website and social media highlighted
stories and research findings from INRC-supported projects studying
shifts in farmers’ conservation practices, alternative crops with promising
economic and environmental potential, farmers’ attitudes about
edge-of-field practices, returns on investments from conservation
practices and biodiversity in wetlands engineered for water quality.

In addition, staff participated in interviews with media across the
state. They also contributed to the lowa Learning Farms blog series,
in March, “Celebrating Five Years of Weekly lowa Learning Farms
Webinars” (Helmers), and in May, “The Swampbuster Wetland
Provision — Why a Little Water Matters So Much” (Stefanik).

Find the latest links to articles, events, related news and more on
INRC’s website, inrc.cals.iastate.edu.
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lowa State University does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, age, ethnicity, religion,
creed, national origin, pregnancy, sexual orientation, genetic information, sex, marital status,
disability, or status as a U.S. Veteran. Inquiries regarding non-discrimination policies may be
directed to the Office of Equal Opportunity, 2680 Beardshear Hall, 515 Morrill Road, Ames, lowa
50011, Tel. 515-294-7612, email eooffice@iastate.edu.
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CONTACT INFORMATION —

@ inrc.cals.iastate.edu

M inrc_wq@iastate.edu

oS Follow the lowa Nutrient
Research Center on LinkedIn

SUPPORT
inrc.cals.iastate.edu/support
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