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TURN OFF THE WATER!
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

I am not talking to Mother Nature when I say, “turn off the water”, I am talking to you!  It would certainly be nice if she would follow directions and give us some sunny, dry days for a couple weeks, then a nice slow, one-inch rain, then another couple weeks of sunny weather, but at least so far, Mother Nature has set her own schedule.  We have quite a bit more control over ourselves than over “ole M.N.”  

Turn off your irrigation controller and coil up the hose; with all the rain we’ve received in the last month, our lawns, shrubs and trees do not need to be watered for quite a while.  Wait to water the lawn until we have gone at least two weeks without rain.  Before watering, poke your finger in the soil and see if it is dry one inch below the surface. If so, wait another couple of days and check it again. 

While you have your controller open and are thinking about it, it is a good time to change the schedule because we have seen a change (be it ever so slight) in the weather and can cut back a bit on the frequency of watering.  An established lawn should not be watered more than once a week.  Various factors will determine how often it does need watering.  These include soil type, wind exposure, the amount of sunlight it gets, the surrounding area, and the type of grass; so it is up to each person to figure out the schedule that is best for their lawn.  Keep in mind that watering too frequently causes many more problems in lawns than not watering frequently enough.       

The soil has been soaked down deep by the 25 or so inches of rain, so this is the perfect opportunity for the root systems of all plants in the ground to grow deeper and more extensive, enabling the plants to be more drought tolerant.  Give them the chance to do that by holding back on watering.  
The only plants that will need watering sooner than two weeks after rain are the ones in pots.  Monitor them to determine when they need to be watered.  

Only a few things can be done for plants in the ground that are unhappy with being wet for such an extended period.  First, make sure no mulch is touching the stem or trunk of the plant, and that the plant is not too deep in the ground.  It may have sunk down from the soaking rain.  Woody bark on a tree or shrub should never, ever, be covered with soil or mulch.  If it is, dig down until you find a root, then just barely cover it. Pull the soil or mulch away from the plant as needed.   
It is better if a plant is a little high in the ground, rather than a little low; this is always true, but particularly when it is wet.  Even if the plant is not too deep in the ground, pulling the mulch back a few inches to a few feet, depending on the size of the plant, will help it dry out a bit quicker.  Just pile it up so it can be spread back later when the weather turns dry again.   

Second, do some light pruning to improve air circulation and sunlight to the soil.  Again, this is very dependent on the type of plant, but for shrubs and small trees, remove a few of the lower branches, and thin out branches anywhere on the plant if they are thick and crowded.  Cut the branches back to where they originate (the main stem or a side branch) if possible, or at least to where a bud will grow a new branch and hide the cut.  It is also a good time to, again lightly, prune surrounding plants to increase airflow.  Don’t prune your live oaks though – just let them grow.

Some plants are a lot more tolerant of wet soil than others are.  Plants that are struggling and that are small enough, can be dug up and put in a pot.  It is certainly possible that a few plants will die, but luckily fall is a great time to plant.  
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