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SOME 32 years ago, Hubert Frerich was 
diversifi ed with a few watermelons on 
the farm at Garden City, Texas. The 

local Texas Agricultural Extension Service 
offi ce back then suggested he try some 
drip irrigation on melons. Hubert did.

The rest was history.
Hubert and wife Annette had a nice 

roadside watermelon stand on the 
highway. While many folks wanted to visit 
and talk with the couple about their fresh 
melons, just as many stopped to ask about 
their drip irrigation system.

Hubert’s friendly roadside consulta-
tions would lead to many farmers trying 
drip irrigation. “People kept stopping all 
the time and wanting to know about it,” 
Hubert, now a spry 79, quips. “I told my 
wife: ‘We’re selling drip; we might as well 
make some money off of it.’ ”

After their own start with drip in 1980, 
they launched their drip irrigation busi-
ness in 1983 and incorporated in 1985.  
Their business has grown ever since, with 
the spacious and modern headquarters 
still on the family farm at Garden City and 
only a few yards from their country home. 

Eco-Drip has grown to fi ve locations 
in three states. The main offi ce is at the 
Garden City farm, with the other Texas of-
fi ces in Abernathy and Levelland-Lubbock. 
The remaining two locations are in  Altus, 
Okla., and Hastings, Neb.

The company also has gone from just 
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two employees, Hubert and Annette, to 
48 — and it’s still hiring. Son Brian, who 
graduated from Texas A&M University in 
1993 with an agriculture systems degree, 
is president of Eco-Drip. The company, in 
fact, has a team of young employees, with 
12 of the 48 workers Texas Aggie grads.

“We’re going to expand,” Brian assures.

The answer man
As for Hubert, today he’s a consultant and 
a Texas licensed irrigator. He is considered 
a walking encyclopedia on drip irrigation.

Drip nips droughtDrip nips drought

People ask Hubert: “When are you going 
to retire? You are a senior citizen.”

He replies: “Senior citizen is when you 
are 55. I already passed that long ago. ”

Sharing credit for his success, Hubert 
says the Eco-Drip business would never 
have made it without Annette. When it took 
off like a rocket, she handled the moun-
tains of book work as the business and staff 
grew dramatically.

But Hubert and Annette, married 55 
years, did take some time off recently for 
an Alaskan cruise.

Hubert says he’s glad drip irrigation 
helped so many survive the 2011 Texas 
drought, with its oven-hot winds and more 
than 100 days of 100-plus-degree heat.  
Some even made 4-bale-per-acre cotton 
with drip, despite the record drought.

For something that started in a melon 
patch and roadside conversations, along 
with help from Extension, Eco-Drip now 
sees no boundaries.

■ Read more about the Frerich operation 
on Page 6.

A CROP SAVER: Brian Frerich, president of Eco-
Drip, Garden City, Texas, credits subsurface drip 
irrigation for some acres topping 4 bales of cotton 
in 2011, despite the historic drought and record 
heat, including an outstanding yield on the Frerich 
farm. Eco-Drip has expanded from the Frerich farm 
headquarters to fi ve locations in three states, and 
it’s still growing.
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By J.T. SMITH

FROM its meager start in the melon 
patch where Hubert and Annette 
 Frerich tried drip irrigation at Garden 

City, Texas, the Eco-Drip Subsurface Drip 
Irrigation business expanded into several 
states and put down roots for cotton.

“Probably 95% of our customers in 
Texas are cotton people,” says Eco-Drip 
President Brian Frerich. 

In addition, there’s a corn clientele in 
the Texas Panhandle, along with alfalfa and 
melon producers.

Eco-Drip also is growing in adoption by 
cotton growers in Oklahoma in the Altus 
cotton growing region.

In western Nebraska, subsurface drip 
irrigation is being used on all sorts of crop 
rotations — everything from wheat and 
dry beans to beets.

Time to show its muscle
If ever there was a year for drip to prove 
itself in Texas, it was 2011, with its record 
drought and heat.

“The fact you don’t have any evapo-
ration losses was huge in 2011 with the 
winds and heat,” says Craig Hoelscher, 
Eco-Drip branch manager, who is based at 
Levelland-Lubbock. “Drip irrigation was 
the salvation this past season for those 
that made cotton.”

Typically, the drip tape is buried from 
12 to 14 inches deep to average about 13 
inches.

“But I think the trend with drip tape now 
is every row instead of every other row,” 
says Brian.

“It took awhile to get over the idea of 
drip being too expensive,” adds his father, 
Hubert, a consultant and Texas-licensed 
irrigator.

Brian says using GPS with RTK for drip 
has become an extremely important tool. 
“It is very common now,” he notes. “You 
can plant right on top of the drip line; it 
just puts your cotton closer to the water.”

“The fi rst thing we do is GPS-map a 
fi eld,” says Hoelscher. “We sell a design 
and system package. We have the package 

ready to go, where producers can either 
install it themselves, or we can have a con-
tractor do it. But we hold the responsibility 
at the end of the day.”

Eco-Drip typically has 10 to 15 contrac-
tors working at any one time, or about a 
dozen consistently.

Darren Hillger, Eco-Drip design consul-
tant, stays busy seeing those opting for 
drip get what fi ts their farming operation. 
For Hillger, that means allowing design fl ex-
ibility for any shaped fi eld.

Drip has the advantage of avoiding 
power poles, railroad tracks, trees, creeks 
and other obstacles. 

Agronomics’ big part
Eco-Drip has become far more than just 
putting water down effi ciently and eco-
nomically to where a plant like cotton can 
utilize it.

Agronomics has become a much 
greater part of their business, helping a 
crop also get its fertility needs.

“We’re now moving into remote sensing 
and monitoring, moving the fertilizer into 
the drip system,” Hoelscher says.

For example, phosphorus stays where 
it is placed, so drip irrigation lets cotton 
or other crops make use of the P. It’s also 
important with nitrogen and potassium.

“But it’s not just N-P-K,” Hubert says, 
“but trace elements and minerals, too.

 “Cotton is a living plant,” he empha-
sizes. “It needs good nutrition just like we 
do.”

It’s attention to details, and timing is 
everything.

“I think petiole testing is benefi cial,” 
Hubert says. “It tells you what the plant 
needs. You’re not putting your stuff [fer-

tilizer] down earlier 
than needed, where 
you can lose a lot of 
it.”

Considering fer-
tilizer costs, this can 
save big dollars.

Pat Marse, who heads the Lubbock 
office for Eco-Drip Crop Management 
Technologies, works in agronomic ser-
vices, including crop monitoring and 
system marketing. 

“We’re looking at what maximizes eco-
nomic yield that will go through the drip 
line,” Marse says.

“You don’t want to throw just anything 
into drip,” Hubert says. “You could have a 
disaster if you do that.”

Helping growers in agronomic services 
has kept Marse on the highways as if he 
were a truck driver. He got a new pickup 
truck in July — the middle of the cotton 
growing season. By the end of the season 
in the fall, he had put 28,000 miles on his 
vehicle.

Fits with no-till
Hubert, with his many years of experience, 
says subsurface drip irrigation fi ts no-till or 
reduced-till farming like a glove.

“This means less trips over the fi eld,” 
he notes.

And fi eld operations that do need to be 
done can be performed while drip is sup-
plying water uninterrupted underground.

He compares drip to what you see after 
a big snow and freeze, followed by a slow 
melting of moisture into the soil. Drip 
helps to not compact the soil — letting 
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Eco-Drip puts 
down roots

WHERE CREDIT IS DUE: Hubert Frerich credits Annette, his wife of 55 years, for 
helping start and grow the Eco-Drip irrigation business from its base at the Garden 
City, Texas, family farm to multistate success: “She stuck with me on the drip 
business — all the way.”

ECO-DRIP TEAM: 
Some of the 
nucleus of the 
Eco-Drip team 
includes Pat Marse 
(left), Lubbock; 
Darren Hillger, 
Garden City; Brian 
Frerich, president, 
Garden City; and 
Craig Hoelscher, 
Levelland-Lubbock 
and Hastings, Neb. 

the moisture get into the ground steadily 
and evenly.

With the good soil porosity and struc-
ture, planting or plowing is easier.

“They used to think you had to plow 12 
inches deep,” Hubert says. “Now, with no-
till, some are plowing 3 or 4 inches deep.”

Beyond that cost savings and mel-
lowing of the soil, drip also helps in weed 
control, since cotton or other crops get the 
water underground at their roots, denying 
the weeds access.

“Since you’re not wetting the top of 
the ground, you are not wetting the weed 
seeds for germination,” Hubert says. 

All of this means it’s a good idea to con-
sult with experienced people when con-
sidering installing your subsurface drip 
irrigation system. 

“The drip system has to be right the 
fi rst time — below the ground — being a 
permanent system,” Hoelscher says. 

He credits Hubert for being a pioneer in 
recognizing early on how changing water 
tables would affect the proper operation 
of a drip system.

But Hubert cringes at being called an 
expert. He says he learns something new 
just about every day.

“I turned 79 in November,” Hubert says. 
“But I hope I still have a few more years, 
just so I can keep learning.”
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