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Irrigation

By: Richard Snyder, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

OK, I confess I’m a car guy. You know – I wash, I polish, I shop, and I dream. And we car guys hate this early spring season for one reason – BUGS! Scraping them off the bumper, prying them out of the radiator and from under the windshield wipers – some fellow car nuts won’t even drive until the bug season is gone. But this year something has happened. The bugs didn’t come – or are at least late.

As of early June, the Coastal Bend is one of only two areas (the other is in south-central Texas) classified as in an “exceptional” drought condition.  Even the bugs are suffering (except the mosquitoes). Folks, this is as bad as it gets. And we’ve been there for a while. And that brings me (finally) to the subject of this article – irrigation.

Home irrigation systems are a recent phenomenon – the impact sprinkler wasn’t invented until the mid 1930s. I remember growing up in Corpus Christi in the 1950’s and dragging hoses all over the yard during droughts. Irrigation systems existed but were expensive. Now, modest systems are well within the reach of many homeowners and should be especially considered if you are building a new home. Originally, what started out as a convenience has become an ecological opportunity to conserve a dwindling resource.

Here’s the basic layout. Irrigation systems consist of a hookup to the water system (well or municipal), a backflow preventer (keeps possibly contaminated irrigation water from backing up into the municipal system), main pressure line, valve(s) to release water to the zones to be watered, and delivery devices (sprays, rotors, or drip). The valves can be either manually controlled or, more commonly, controlled by a clock timer that can turn them on automatically at set intervals.

Delivery devices include the spray, rotor, and drip. For smaller lawn areas (under 8 feet) the spray is the best choice – over that size and the rotor wins due to its larger coverage area and droplet size, wind resistance, and slower application rate.

Drip is the choice for beds. This is not your grandfather’s soaker hose. Drip was invented in the 1960s in Israel as a response to their need for efficient watering in a desert area. Openings in the tubing every foot or so let water drip out at a regulated rate. While somewhat more costly to install initially, the water savings are about 30% over sprays. And plant leaves stay dry, reducing disease. One note – consult an irrigation professional before installing drip with well water as mineral deposits may plug the openings in the drip system.

Watering frequency could be an entire article on its own. There are even home irrigation systems with weather stations to calculate actual plant needs. But simpler is usually better. If you’re going to be around, turning off the irrigation clock and watering as needed is probably the best way to save water. Just walk on your grass – if it shows your footprint, doesn’t spring back, or is looking dull, give it water. Michael Womack, Ed.D., the executive director of the South Texas Botanical Gardens & Nature Center, recommends double-cycling. Water thoroughly one day and follow up the next day with the same amount. Then wait to water until needed. For more information on this and other great Michael Womack gardening topics, go to http://www.caller.com/ and search for Womack.

Other tips for conserving water include (1) watering in the early morning when the heat and wind are more favorable, (2) adjust the height of the mower up (removing no more than 1/3rd of the grass blade) and sharpening the blade, (3) monitor the system regularly for broken or misdirected spray heads and leaks, and (4) in beds, group plants together with similar water needs – for an extreme example, don’t put a cactus together with a banana tree.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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