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Hortau co-founder Jocelyn Boudreau. The Canadian company, which maintains its U.S. offices in San Luis Obispo, makes a sensor that measures how much water in the soil is available to crops and then feeds the data to a cloud-based center.

Cloud farming

SLO firm brings sensor technology to the fields
By Stephen Nellis
Staff Writer

The Tri-Counties may or may not
see many rain clouds this year, but
farmers around the region will be using cloud computing to manage their
irrigation with San Luis Obispobased Hortau.
Hortau is a Canadian firm founded
in 2002 that expanded into the United States in 2007 with offices in San
Luis Obispo.
The company makes a proprietary
sensor that measures how much water in the soil is available to crops and
then feeds the information over cellular networks to a cloud-based data
center. Farmers can see how thirsty
their plants are in real time, on a
smartphone, tablet or computer. They
can access maps to tell them which
parts of a field need water and set up
text or email alerts for frost events or
when moisture levels are low enough
to stress the crops.
While cloud-computing and mobile data technologies have made
Hortau’s system easier to use than
ever, the core of the system remains
the sensor, said co-founder Jocelyn
Boudreau, an agricultural engineer.
The sensor is custom designed to
measure not just the soil’s moisture
content, but also a measure known as

soil tension. That’s important because
soil comes in many types — loamy
and rich, sandy and thin or clumpy
clay — which has a big effect on
whether plants can effectively draw
water out of soil without becoming
overworked. A 20 percent moisture
content in one type of soil can mean
a happy plant, while plants in a different soil tension could be stressed.
“It sounds like a tiny detail, but
for crop performance, it’s a huge difference,” Boudreau said. “Every soil
absorbs water like a sponge. There’s
always going to be a certain amount
that’s not available to a crop.”
California’s current, record-breaking drought is driving a surge of
interest in potentially water-saving
technologies such as Hortau’s. But
the company’s founders started with
the idea of maximizing yields by
giving water the same scrutiny that’s
usually reserved for pesticide and
fertilizer use. By placing sensors at
different depths, the company’s system can tell precisely how the plants
in a given field are taking up water.
“You need to use the right amount
of water at the right time,” Boudreau
said. “Not only do we save water, but
we also maximize crop yields.”
Many plants naturally respond to
a water shortage by slowing down

their growth, but by the time a farmer notices the slowdown visibly, it’s
already too late — yields have suffered. Hortau aims to prevent that.
“As the supply goes down, the
water gets harder and harder for the
plants to get. The crop goes into a
stress situation. Even if you’ve been
farming for three generations, you
aren’t going to see it,” Boudreau said.
“By measuring the ground, you measure the available water and the stress
never happens.”
The company has customers
throughout the region, from vineyards
in Paso Robles to strawberry growers on the Oxnard plain. And one of
the biggest benefits growers look for
is the ability to get better yields with
less water. In an interview, Boudreau
held up a parabola-shaped crop yield
curve, showing the highest yields
when water is just right and low yields
when there’s too much or too little.
With the right technologies, farmers
can drastically cut water use without
losing much yield, he said.
“You can cut your water in half.
That’s where precision tools come
into play,” Boudreau said. “If you
want to cut water, you’re playing with
a very fine line. With precision tools
like our system, you can go closer to
the fine line and still make a profit.”

The company has also taken a
page from the cloud-computing playbook to try to keep upfront costs
down. Hortau’s gear is sold on a rentto-own basis, after which the customer pays only for the software and
maintenance services. “The ROI is
within the first year,” Boudreau said.
“Whatever their measure, an increase
of between 1 and 5 percent in yield
in the first year and you usually get
a return.”
The company still has to sell systems one farmer at a time — growers are a tough lot and usually want
to see a live demo before buying. But
demand is strong enough that farmers are now calling Hortau rather than
vice versa. And it’s cloud technology
that’s enabling the boom. Just a few
years ago, the firm was only able to
offer systems that beamed data back
to a farmer’s desktop computer. The
advent of high-bandwidth wireless,
economical cloud-hosting and ubiquitous smartphones has changed everything.
“The Internet was well-established
in 2008, but the mobile Web was still
in the early stages,” Boudreau said.
“The natural demand for our system
has grown tremendously. You still
have to go present what you have to
people, but now people are calling us.”

