When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached
to the rest of the world. John Muir

TERRABYTE 03.06 — ADJUST YOUR SPRINKLERS

I'm tired of potential clients who complain, “the plants/grass/trees in my garden just aren't
working.” What exactly do you mean by NOT WORKING? How frequently do you water the
garden/grass/trees and at what time of day? Is your irrigation on an automatic timer?
When did you last adjust this timer? These are simple questions, but you'd be amazed at
how few people actually can answer them. And program a timer? HA! Most of the people I
talk to haven’t ever opened up their irrigation control box and peered inside, let alone
ventured to push a button. For the record, I'm not in a stone-casting mode, because
honestly I wouldn’t want anyone watching me try to use the remote for the digital cable.

However, not understanding the television is a bit different. Nothing suffers or dies when
the TIVO is not properly programmed, but plants do suffer and die when the irrigation
system or controller is not performing. Mosquitoes and other pests spawn in overly wet turf
grass areas. Fungus and mold build up on and around home foundations and walls, and
blights spread through the garden, transmitted on wet leaves. Even when the irrigation
appears to be working, but the garden is really being over-watered, plants grow unnaturally
quickly, attracting opportunistic bugs and pests to their weak, super-saturated foliage.
Munched, defoliated plants are not a pretty sight.

To the uninformed it appears that the plants/grass/trees AREN'T WORKING. But in fact, it’s
really the irrigation system gone amiss. You must resolve to get to know your system and
ultimately to reduce the amount of water being used in your garden by turning down and
adjusting your sprinklers.

The first step toward making your irrigation work FOR you, is to introduce yourself to the
controller box. You paid for the thing. Take out the manual and read it! Then GO OUTSIDE
(yes, into your garden) and LOOK at those sprinklers. Are they on at night or during the
day? How long are they running and what kind of plants are they watering? Are they hitting
the sidewalk, driveway, or house? Are they popping up all the way or are they blocked,
backfiring, and sputtering? Is anything broken? (You'll know because the ground will be
VERY wet and/or you’ll have a geyser of water spurting up.)
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Once properly introduced, take the next step. Simply change the start time for the irrigation
system from daytime to the evening between 10pm and 5am. I get absolutely CRAZY when
I see sprinklers running in the middle of the day, with all that precious water being sucked
up by the hot, dry atmosphere instead of going into the landscape. Even though morning
hours can still be relatively efficient, most homes are awakening between 6am and 9am, so
running the sprinklers during that time can adversely affect the home’s water pressure.
Also, evenings are usually less windy than the daylight hours, so watering at night is more
efficient.

Next, REDUCE the amount of time the spray heads are operating either by (a) removing
days of the week (should be three or four in summer months and none or one in all but the
driest, hottest winter months) or (b) reducing the time each sprinkler zone is running (from
10 minutes to 6 minutes, for example). The biggest over-watering culprit is your turf grass
area, since “0ld School” thinking promotes irrigating established turf 10 minutes per day
during the dry summer and 10 minutes three times a week during cooler months. Reduce
this, and your grass will be happier.

Note if you are spraying water all over the nearby hardscape, wasting the water and
promoting the runoff of garden chemicals (primarily fertilizers) into the storm drains and
ultimately into the ocean. Take the time to adjust spray away from the hardscape. Call a
professional to repair any broken lines, AND TURN OFF THE ENTIRE SYSTEM WHILE YOU'RE
WAITING FOR THAT REPAIR. You were wondering why your water bill was so high, weren't
you? Well, pay for a professional fix and that problem will go away.

Now take a walk around your neighborhood and LOOK at the gardens. If you see neighbors
with problems similar to yours (daytime spray, “0Old Faithful” geysers, gallons and gallons of
water running on to sidewalks and streets, cars or houses being hit with spray), put a
descriptive note on their door to let them know what’s going on. (They're probably at work
and have no clue.) Better yet, email them a picture of their sprinklers running and gushing.
They'll thank you when their post-repair water bill arrives.

Be inspired to go super groovy, and invest in an irrigation controller that self-adjusts either
using data sent to it via satellite or gathered on site with a mini weather station. These
timers turn on and off and run for different times based on input about soil and plant type,
sun exposure, irrigation layout, and the actual amount of precipitation experienced in YOUR
garden. Pretty cool, huh?

The best part is you'll never have to read an irrigation control manual again, and you can
spend more time programming the digital television remote.
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