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ADJUST IRRIGATION TO MATCH THE WEATHER

By Ginger Easton Smith


Roots provide three main functions in plants: absorption of water, uptake of nutrients, and anchorage of the plant.  They also often store food produced by the plant.  A healthy root system is essential for a healthy plant.  

A majority of the roots are in the top one foot of soil, and the small, fibrous feeder roots are concentrated in the top six to eight inches, although this is influenced greatly by soil characteristics and plant species.  The extensive system of grass roots goes much deeper.  Naturally, this information is very important for irrigation and other practices.  

How often, and how much, plants need to be watered is a question, like most pertaining to plants, that doesn’t have just one answer.  The answer depends on many factors such as the requirements of the plant species, age of the plant, soil type, location, method of application and, of course, the weather.  

A general rule, however, is to water thoroughly and infrequently.  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 a stronger, more drought tolerant plant.

At least two irrigation schedules a year are needed; one for hot months and another for cooler months. At this time of year when temperatures are relatively cooler and days are shorter, evaporation is greatly decreased from what it was in the hot, hot summer.  At the same time, plant growth has slowed down and plants do not use as much water.  This means that irrigation should be cut back, in both frequency and amount.  

With the possible exception of newly planted areas, daily watering is not necessary, and is not even desirable.  Soil becomes “water logged”, and there’s not sufficient oxygen in the soil for healthy plant roots.  

In addition, if the irrigation water is somewhat salty, as most area well water is, or heavy applications of fertilizer are made, frequent and light watering can cause salt to build up at the soil surface.

Drip irrigation is often recommended rather than sprinklers, except for lawns, due to its much greater efficiency.   Water application is more focused to just the areas where it is desired, and very little is lost to evaporation.  

When installing drip or micro sprinkler irrigation, locate emitters several inches to a foot or more from the plant stem or trunk, depending on the size of the plant (the bigger the plant, the farther away they should be).  Each plant should have an emitter on each side -at least once they pass the establishment stage.  This encourages the root system to grow and develop outward.

Emitters should never be placed right next to the stem or tree trunk because this often leads to rots of the bark, stem, crown or roots.  Also, it keeps the roots close to the trunk or stem, rather than expanding outward and developing a more extensive root system.  Watering lightly and too frequently has a similar effect on the roots. 

Watering at night or in the very early morning will cut down on evaporation with sprinkler irrigation.  If the air is dry and plants aren’t having any disease problems, it is alright to water at night.  When humidity is high, or if diseases are more likely, it is best to water in the early morning so the leaves don’t stay wet for many hours.  Set an automatic irrigation system to turn on in the wee hours so that the cycle is completed near the time of sunrise.  


Plants are happy with much less water than is usually provided to them.
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