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For most states in the East, irrigated agriculture is a recent phenomenon. Rainfall that once was considered adequate for row crop production in the humid region became unacceptable to farmers and their financial backers during the 1970s. As success with irrigation was established, competition forced other farmers to switch from rain-fed to irrigated production. By 2000, there were 7.7 million acres under irrigation in the East. Most of the development occurred in the in the Southeast Coastal Plain and Mississippi Delta with over 85 percent in five states:  Florida, Mississippi, Georgia, Louisiana, and North Carolina. 
The earliest irrigation development occurred in the Eastern U.S., as elsewhere, with gravity-distributed flood and furrow irrigation, mostly in Florida and Louisiana. But the 1970s saw widespread availability of the center pivot and other sprinkler irrigation systems as well as efficient submersible pumps. The shift from gravity distributed to pressurized systems required more power for transporting and pressurizing water.

Farmers power their pumps and systems with numerous independent electric and fossil fuel systems. In Georgia, where over 1.5 million acres are irrigated with 10,000 center pivots and other sprinkler and drip systems, farmers’ pumping plants create an electric demand of almost 600 MW. In drought years, like those of 1999 to 2002, these pumps consume about 300 MWh, although they average fewer than 30 days of annual use. In 2004, an average rainfall year, Georgia farmers spent $35 million for electricity to pump water for irrigation. Additionally, over 8,000 diesel-powered pumps and generators (equivalent to 1,828 MW) provide power independent of the electric utilities for the other half of the state’s irrigation systems. In 2004, nearly $25 million was spent for diesel fuel to pump that additional water. Fuel prices for pumping provide the primary constraint on irrigation and provide strong incentives for water conservation. Improvements in system efficiency reflect those incentives.

The manner in which irrigation development occurred in the East now causes serious challenges for state water and energy planning and pits farmers against other water consumers. Farmers individually developed water sources from riparian streams and on-farm ponds and wells. They built their own distribution systems, purchased their own irrigation equipment, and paid to pump that water. This usually occurred without government planning or regulation and without Corps of Engineers or Bureau of Reclamation dams, canals or financial assistance. The independence of these farm business decisions and lack of state and federal plans in most states have created several instances of over-allocation of resources and challenges to those who would now like to regulate water withdrawals and consumption.
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