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THE BEST THING TO DO WHEN IT IS RAINING
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
“The best thing one can do when it’s raining is to let it rain”; so said Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.  But, I would add to that, “…and turn off the irrigation!” We have had 31 inches of rain at the Aransas County Extension office since March 1, receiving at least 7 inches each month!  Rain is a blessing, but too much water, as well as too little water, can be a problem for plants. 
When the soil is soggy wet, all the pore spaces are filled with water and there is no place for air.  Roots of almost all plants, except those with special adaptations to grow in water, have to have oxygen to survive.  You may have noticed that it is pretty hard to control the rain; however, there are other things we can control, including irrigation.   

The first thing to do after a big rain (or when you know one is coming), is to rush outside and turn off your automatic irrigation system!  I am amazed at how many sprinklers are running right after a heavy rain, or even while it is raining.  
Plants should not be watered for many days following a soaking rain.  They will thank you for withholding water at this time!  Sand can hold a surprising amount of water.  Established trees and shrubs have deep root systems and will have sufficient water down deep in the soil to keep them in good condition for a week or two.  
Even grass, if not watered too frequently, has a root system a couple feet deep.  When plants get watered daily or frequently enough that the top few inches of soil doesn’t ever dry out, the roots stay in that wet area, they don’t have any need to grow deeper.  The roots of plants watered deeply and infrequently will keep growing into the moist area down, developing a deeper, more extensive root system that is much more tolerant to drought because it has roots that can pull water up to the plant from lower down, even when the soil close to the surface is dry.  The exceptions are potted plants and plants that were recently planted, which need to be watered every one to three days.  Vegetable plants producing a fruit or seed (tomato, squash, corn, etc.) will probably need watering every few days as well; how often depends greatly on the conditions.  
Use your digital thermometer to check soil moisture.  You say you don’t have one?  Almost everyone does.  I’m not talking about a high-tech device; I’m talking about your finger (a digit) to poke down in the soil to see if it is moist.  Just because the surface soil is dry, doesn’t necessarily mean it is time to water.  If there is still moisture an inch down, it is not time to water yet.
After a big rain, another thing plants will benefit from is having mulch pulled back at least a few inches from tree trunks and stems of shrubs and other perennials.  We had enough rain to move the mulch around and it may have been piled up against the plants.  Wet mulch on the trunk or stem will keep it wet, which can lead to rotting.  Bark is not designed to handle constant moisture, and that moist mulch provides a nice place for various insects (some which could have a negative effect on plants) to set up housekeeping.  
Another problem with mulch on the trunk or stem is that as mulch decomposes it generates heat, which can also cause damage.   I am a huge proponent of mulch-on the soil where the roots are growing-it holds in moisture, moderates the soil temperature, and keeps down some of the weeds.  It is just not good to have it touching the trunks and stems. 
One more thing is to keep the gutters and ditches in front of our property clean.  Remember that blowing grass clippings into the gutter is not allowed-they must be kept out for at least two reasons.  One is that they can get washed into the bays and contribute to nitrogen pollution and silting, and the other is that they can clog up the drains and keep the water from flowing during big rains.  

The recent big rains in Aransas County have certainly caused some damage and had some negative effects, but there have been many benefits.  To our large oak and other trees, these are “life-giving” rains.  
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