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JUST SAY NO TO DAILY WATERING!

By Ginger Easton Smith, Extension Agent

Many more plant problems in Aransas County are related to watering too frequently, than to not watering frequently enough.  Daily irrigation is almost never required, except for newly seeded or planted areas, and once or twice a week is usually plenty.  In addition, water is an ever more precious resource and daily watering just plain wastes it.  Even if you have your own well, using too much affects groundwater supplies.
Remember to turn off the irrigation whenever it rains!  And don’t turn it back on for several days.   After a soaking rain, irrigation might not be needed for a week or more.

Whenever irrigating, the general rule is to water thoroughly and infrequently.  Dig down and find out how deep the water is going.  Wetting the whole root zone and then letting it dry out a bit will enable the plant to take up more water, and encourage the roots to expand to new areas where they can find additional water and nutrients, resulting in stronger, more drought tolerant plants.  

Watering lightly and too frequently can stunt or rot roots, keeps the roots close to the trunk or stem, wastes water, and results in more water lost to evaporation from the soil surface.  If the irrigation water is somewhat salty or heavy applications of fertilizer are made, frequent and light watering can also cause salt to build up at the soil surface.

A good soaking every month during hot, dry weather is enough to keep most mature trees healthy and happy.  Trees in lawns that rely on a sprinkler system would benefit from a deep watering with a hose a few times a year.  Running the sprinklers long enough to give the tree sufficient water would be very wasteful for most of the area.
Most lawns would be healthier with much less frequent watering than they receive.  Grass that is watered daily and lightly will not develop a deep and vigorous root system.  The roots will grow a surprising 10-24 inches deep with the right conditions and can go many days without watering.  Too frequent watering also often leads to disease problems.  

If you are currently watering your lawn daily, cut back now to every other day for a couple weeks and gradually increase the interval between waterings by one day.  When you’ve tripled the interval you may need to double the amount of water for each application.  
Signs that grass needs to be watered include a change in color of the grass from green to bluish-green, rolling of the leaf blade lengthwise (a mechanism of the plant to reduce water loss through the leaf), and footsteps still visible a couple hours after someone walks on the lawn.  

I am not recommending it, but remember that during a drought, a lawn that is not watered will eventually turn brown, but will return to a beautiful green after a thorough soaking, if too long a time hasn’t passed.  So, letting the grass get a little water stressed will not hurt it.

The best time to water is very early in the morning because it will reduce water lost to evaporation, not give diseases a good environment to develop  and allow some time for the water to soak into the root zone before the temperature gets high.  If you are hand watering or manually turning on your system, and don’t want to run out to the yard at 4:00 a.m., water as close to this time as possible.  Avoid the hottest part of the day when evaporation will be highest.  
Experiment with various schedules and amounts; keep track on your calendar of when and how long you water and observe the plants’ response.  The schedule will need to be adjusted with the weather one for dry months and another for wetter months.  
You’ll end up with healthier plants and a lower water bill!
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