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Irrigation Pointers for Home Gardens

The weather this year has been unusual to say the least. We had an early spring, a late freeze, and then a drought. As I write this column we are still facing drought conditions with about a 15 inch rainfall deficit for the year in our area. As strange as our weather has been who knows what it will be like when this appears in print. We may be flooding by then. I certainly hope we don’t experience that extreme but I would like to see some steady rain. Recently several folks have asked “When we do irrigate, how much water should we apply?” That’s a good question and one that all gardeners need to know.

As a broad generalization I would say that most plants need to receive about 1 inch of rainfall every 7-10 days to perform their best in our area. Of course, this is affected by soil type, sun exposure, site drainage and a host of other variables. Watering a lawn at this rate is fairly easy. You can simply turn on a sprinkler (if not prohibited by the watering ban) and let it run for the necessary amount of time to apply one inch of water.

You can check this with a simple rain gauge placed in the lawn. By the way, if you have

an automatic sprinkler system be sure to put a rain sensor on it to conserve water.
You can water vegetable gardens with sprinklers as well. Soaker hoses also work well in the garden. Soaker hoses have the added advantage of not wetting the leaves of vegetable plants which helps reduce plant diseases.

Trees seem to be a real point of confusion when it comes to home irrigation. A basic rule of thumb is to apply about two gallons of water per inch of trunk diameter per day. Traditionally, trunk diameter on mature trees is measured 4.5 feet above the ground. So, if you have a young maple tree with a 5 inch trunk diameter it will need 5X2 or 10 gallons of water per day. If you haven’t watered the tree for four days then you would

need to apply 40 gallons.

If you use a drip irrigation system, most of them use emitters calibrated in gallons per minute. Soaker hoses are a little more complicated to calibrate. Retired county agent, Walter Reeves, recommends placing the soaker hose in a plastic bag and suspending the

bag over a five gallon bucket. Cut a small hole in the bag to let the water drain into the bucket. Then, let the hose run until it fills the bucket while you time the process. If you simply irrigate with a common water hose, Walter says they apply water at an average rate of about five gallons per minute.

Of course, regardless of what method you use to irrigate your landscape there are several things you need to remember. First, don’t water in the heat of the day or in the late afternoon. Irrigating in the heat of the day causes you to waste water by evaporation. Afternoon watering favors the development of fungal diseases especially in lawns and

vegetables.

A two to four inch layer of mulch around vegetables and ornamentals conserves

moisture. That can reduce the frequency of irrigation needed in your landscape while

helping to control weeds and erosion.

Finally, don’t get in the habit of frequent light irrigation. That encourages shallow

rooted plants and makes them even more drought injury prone. Instead, water your plants

deeply in only one or two sessions per week. Remember, proper timing and methods can

make your irrigation more effective than ever.

