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tences to bring you up-to-date.  Discovery Farms has been busy continuing on-
farm environmental research, identifying critical condi-
tions and settings that have high risks for surface water 
runoff.  We have also identified many practices and 
farming systems that do a good job of protecting the 
environment and are working to understand and com-
municate these findings.  Our job is to identify and un-
derstand the issues through research, then communi-
cate, educate and help implement these recommenda-
tions on farms throughout the state. 
 
We are also working on the design of our monitoring 
program, trying to implement several of the recommendations made by our 
national program review.  Discovery Farms and the Pioneer Farm at UW- Platte-
ville are working together closely to implement a monitoring program that is 
cost effective and also allows us to operate on more farms.  We will continue 
our high intensity monitoring on a few farm settings and systems where high 
degrees of accuracy and precision are required, but in other settings we will 
implement a program that allows us to work on more farms throughout the 
state. 
 
This new model of monitoring will be linked with a new model of program or-
ganization.  The staffs at UW Discovery Farms and the UW-Pioneer Farm have 
developed a close working relationship, which allows us to specialize and focus 
our limited time and funds.  We are in the process of coordinating our projects, 
research, outreach and funding, and working to achieve the original vision of 
both of our programs.  Over the course of the next year you will see an inte-
grated program.  A program that is first and foremost 
connected to agriculture and the environment; and one 
that embodies true producer and the industry leader-
ship!  
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Tile Talk: Identifying Tile Locations 
Written by: Eric Cooley, Discovery Farms Outreach Specialist 

 
²ŜƭŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά¢ƛƭŜ ¢ŀƭƪΦέ  tǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǿŜ 
covered the importance of tile maintenance and system 
inspection.   The most crucial aspect of properly utilizing 
and maintaining an existing tile drainage system is identi-
fying where tiles are located on the landscape and where 
these tiles outlet.  Although there is no surefire method 
to identify where old tile systems exist in agricultural set-
tings, there are a number of options that can be utilized 
and combined to identify tile system locations. 
 
The first method should be to contact local National Re-
sources Conservation Service (NRCS) or Land Conserva-
tion Departments to see if maps exist from NRCS pro-
grams to install tile.  Although they may be hard to track 
down, a varying degree of maps were created with tile 
installation programs and can be utilized for tile system 
identification. 
 
A second option is to utilize existing aerial photographs to identify tile lines.  Soil survey maps will sometimes show tile 
drainage patterns based on field conditions and when pictures were taken.  Hard copies of soils survey maps can be 
found at Land Conservation Departments or also found online at:  http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/ or http://
www.wi.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/soil/soils_products.htm 
In addition to soil survey air photos, Color Infrared (CIR) aerial pho-
tographs, that are used to identify crop disease or pest infestation, 
may help to identify tiles via plant stress or soil moisture.  Tile pat-
terning is most easily observed in the spring of the year, soon after 
the frost is out of the ground as dry soils appear light, while wet 
soils are dark. 
 
The third option is to walk the land with an aerial map and locate 
easily identifiable tile system features; this should be done even if 
NRCS maps are found to verify locations and determine if modifica-
tions to the original drainage system were made.  One of the readily 
identifiable system components are tile vents and surface inlets.  
Tile vents are common in recently installed systems to increase effi-
ciency of tile water removal and to prevent tile blowouts.  Tile vents 
often consist of perforated orange or white piping that protrudes a 
few feet above the ground.  If you have an older tile system that 
does not have vents, you should install vents (especially on tile 
mains) at field boundaries.  If your tile system is experiencing blowouts, tile vents will help to alleviate the problem.  
Tile outlets are another feature that are easily identified near surface water outlets, drainage ditches, marshes and 
other depressional areas that outlet surface waters.  Frequently, tile outlets are identified by stakes or other markers 
when installed and should be re-staked if identified and none are present.  One final tile system feature that can be 
identified is surface inlets.  Surface inlets are often installed in closed depressions on the landscape with no surface 

Soil Survey Air Photo 

Color Infrared Photo (CIR) 

http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/
http://www.wi.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/soil/soils_products.htm
http://www.wi.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/soil/soils_products.htm

