Sprinkler Tips for Warm-Season Turfgrass
Automatic irrigation systems are a wonderful thing. They make our lives easier and keep our lawns healthy and green. They make things so easy for us that we often forget all about them until we get the water bill!  Neglected systems and improper scheduling can lead to lawn problems, damaged property and wasted money.  The three most common problems with irrigation systems are the duration of each watering, frequency of watering and coverage. This article will give you a basic understanding of these common problems with irrigation systems. Suggestions on how to remedy the problems are given but just about any landscaping contractor can assist you with your system.

I am a Field Supervisor for the Town of Leland Public Works department and as I do my routine inspections of the streets of Leland, I notice a lot of deviation in lawn watering schedules among Leland homeowners.   In the morning as I drive to work, there is so much water in the curb & gutter area of some streets that I often wonder if it has rained the night before.  The result?  A lot of wasted water and, thus, wasted money.
Some residents run their sprinkler system until the lawn is saturated and water is running into the street.  Some residents have multiple watering events each day and some water as infrequent as once a week.  Many sprinkler systems are putting water directly into the street which is YOUR “money down the drain”.  
Watering Duration 
Water is critical for grass seed germination and sod establishment. Seedlings can die quickly from lack of water and sod cannot take hold on dry ground.  But once the lawn is established, it should be watered much less frequently but well watered.  This type of watering encourages grass roots to grow straight down, making your lawn less susceptible to disease and heat stress.  Excessive watering deters the grass from generating long, straight, healthy deep roots.  If your yard is always wet or water begins to run off the lawn during irrigation, you are probably watering too much.
According to the North Carolina Cooperative Extension Service, most warm-season grasses need approximately one inch of water a week and this should be applied in a single application.  In other words, watering should occur once a week.  For sandy soils close to the coast, watering should occur every 3rd day and ½” of water should be put down.
But what is an inch of water?  Any easy way to determine is to take a clear, empty container and place a line on the outside one inch from the bottom using a Sharpie black pen.  Place the container on the grass in a level area so that it will catch the water from your sprinkler.  Start a timer while immediately turning on the sprinkler.  Watch the container and as soon as one inch of water has collected, stop the timer and record the duration.  Use this time when programming your sprinkler for this zone and then continue assessing the other zones.
Watering Frequency
As previously stated, the inch of water your lawn needs should be applied once a week.  Watering too often makes roots grow shallow and encourages disease.  The best time to water is between 5:00am and 7:00am because the amount of time the moisture remains on the grass blades is minimal yet it is early enough to allow the water to soak into the ground before the day heats up.  Watering in the evening will leave water on the grass for a long time and can encourage certain fungal diseases.  During weeks with exceptional heat (95+), the frequency can be slightly increased.    
Watering Coverage
Waste is a big problem with sprinkler systems.  Misaligned and leaking sprinkler heads put more water into the storm systems than most people realize.  It is easy to determine if your sprinkler heads are leaking or misaligned.  Is the water being projected onto your driveway or into the street because the sprinkler is rotating too far?  Also, take a close look at the sprinkler heads.  Is water spraying out from around the base rather than out the spray nozzle as it is supposed to be doing?
Anything that causes water from sprinklers to spill into the street is wasted money.  Leaking and misdirected sprinkler heads can put many gallons of water directly into the storm water system.  Adjusting direction and distance is actually quite easy.  Many irrigation contractors leave the tool used for these adjustments with the home owner.  All you have to do is find the manufacture of the sprinkler head, get on their website and download the adjustment directions.  Or, if applicable, contact your landscaper and ask them to make the adjustment for you.  Many of them will do it for little or no charge.
Final Tips
One of the mistakes some homeowners make is watering their grass during the winter season.  Warm-season grasses such as Bermuda and Centipede start to go dormant around November.  Watering does nothing for them.  During the colder months, these grasses have little to no demand for outside watering.  
Another mistake is watering during and after a heavy rain.  So many homeowners allow sprinklers to water after a heavy rain.  Most systems have a rain sensor.  If it isn’t working, have it fixed.  It will pay for itself in no time.  If you know that it will rain tomorrow, skip the watering today.  Your grass will make it an extra day.
For additional information, you can go to the NC Cooperative Extension Service website at http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/  where you can ask an expert questions about your grass or the NC State University Turfgrass Environmental Research & Education site at www.turffiles.ncsu.edu.  Now the only question is, what are you going to do with all the savings?
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