
In s On the Ground

Spring maintenance
for summer

performance
BY LUKE FRANK

For many turf managers, spring is simply the best opportunity to prepare for urn-
mer. 1110 t of us migrate outdoor this eason, we'll be trampling, thrashing,
!icing and kidding aero all manner of turfgrass.

Irrigation plays a critical role in the health and re ilience of turf facilitie every-
where. ood co erage and accurate irrigation cheduling prevent transgression in
irrigation over- and under-watering-a great opportunity for people and equipment
to ab olutel hred plant material; or for the turf to a sume a hardpan, h drophobic
exi tence that can lead to irrigation runoff, or wor e, increased injuries.

ith the e ponential increase of turf user spilling outdoor, there' a lot of terri-
tor to cover in the pring. You've likely made the initial rounds at your area of
re pon ibility and caution ly, very gradually r charged the irrigation system(). fter a
few week of irrigation in the n w a on, it' a good idea in th cour e of your work
to as e tem performance before the peak-demand month arrive.

Recharge reminders
It never hurt to re-ernpha ize proper tem tart-up procedure in the pring to

help en ure a relatively trouble-free irrigation sea on. The grcate t threat to our irriga-
tion y lem during tart-up is \ ater hammer, particularly after a long, cold winter.

ore than likely, the weather wa not placing too many demands on our turf-
gra . Therefore, you didn't get overly anxious and fill your y tem too early or too

quickly. Hopefully you charged th piping ry lowl v ith plenty
of air-relief valve open or prinkler head pulled at the high points
in the v tern.

o you' e uccc full got through the recharge proces v ith-
out di covering any major damag to the y tem and /ou've
quickly ob ervcd ea h zone running and programmcd a light but
ufficient irrigation chedule before you moved on to the next
controller. ow it' time to revi it ach zone or ite and go
beyond a quick observation. It' time to in pect, detect, and cor-
rect your irrigation operation.
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It's important that conditions for good irrigation system performance are in place,
including proper pressure, head spacing and nozzle selection, and appropriate sprin-
kler alignment.

A careful and thorough inspection of your irrigation system operating under nor-
mal operating conditions is necessary to ensure good system performance throughout
the growing season. However, your turfgrass also will tell you a lot about system perfor-
mance.

Observe the site. Before you begin activating zones, perform a fairly quick yet com-
prehensive walk-through. Rebuild any basins around trees, shrubs, and planting beds
and redirect any down spouts to help the site's "incidental" landscape better retain and
use sprinkler water and natural precipitation.

Check the turf for stress and that includes hot spots and standing water alike. It may
be beneficial to observe any pathways, walls, or structures for new or excessive water
stains. And check the ground around each head for pooling (or worse), particularly low
heads.

HandLe the pressure
ow it's time to activate sprinkler zone and check the operation of specific com-

ponents. It is at about this point that remote control becomes a wonderful time-saver.
If not, use the bleed screw on the top of each valve to open a zone, and step into the
fracas.

Pressure at the nozzle is important to sprinkler performance. Check the manulactur-
er's specifications for the appropriate operating range. A pitot tube and gauge at the noz-
zle will mea ure actual operating pressure.

If pressure is either excessive or inadequate, make the nece sary changes to bring it
within the specified operating range. This may entail moving or removing head from
overburdened zones, or installing pressure regulation.

Installing a pres ur regulator i imple and relatively non-invasive, and can dra-
matically improve the performance of individual sprinkler, and subsequently the over-
all system. By accommodating the proper pressure range of a prinkler head, water is
appropriately dispensed and dispersed out from the head.

While you're at the prinkler head, gently apply pre ure to the ground around
the sprinkler with your foot. Feel spongy? You may have a wceping val e or some
low-head drainage. Also ensur each head is flush to grade (or at the afest level for
your con tituency) and perpendicular to the surface it will irrigate.

Sprinkler hould be ob erved and problems corrected as quickly a they urface,
to prevent any real damage to the turf, the tem or the end-u er. Watch the prinkler
operate on each zon . For rotor heads, the rotation time of prinkler hould clo el
match one another becau e you've already ensured that each head on that zone i of
the same make and model, and operating with identi al nozzle that are neither dam-
aged nor worn.

While you're there, check that the head is flush \ ith grade. Head too low invite
plant interference, pooling, and sediment in the sprinkler housing. prinkler too high
are almost certain to incur damage from end-u er and equipment and ri er are
equally at risk. gain, while making any height adju tment en ure that all sprinkler
head lay perpendicular to the surface, otherwi e radial uniformity will uffer.

Check the coverage of all rotor and pra head, n uring that the prinkler i
adjusted to cover the turf area and not structures sidewalk cart paths or parking
areas. Ob erve how water discharges from the nozzle. You may di cover an ob truction
or irregular wear that is affecting the flow rate and uniformity of the prinkler. If -ou
notice water draining from low heads in tall check valve to prevent low-head
drainage.

Ensure that all sprinkler nozzles have matched precipitation rate pre ure are
within operating specifications, all head are perpendicular to and even with grade,
and no runoff occurs busing multi pl irrigation c cles.

Validating vaLves
Your irrigation s terns' gatekeeper, the valve too are worthy of a pring in pection.

Start at the alve bo " en uring that the valve are protected and acce ible. Pop the top
and check for standing water in the bottom of the box. Look for leak around each
val e's bonnet and around any fitting vi ible in the bo '.

Check the flow control and all of th wire connection. It may be a good id a to
re- plice some of the connection if the appear worn, frayed or improperly in talled
in the fir t place.

Open and clo e the alve manually with the bleed crew and at the controller to
confirm proper operation. If there appear to be a ticking or weeping valve, r place
the diaphragm. Finally, proceed to the management component of pring irrigation-
scheduling.

a manager of r our e ,it' important that 'our irrigation cheduling reflect the
ea onal n eds of the plant material a irnpo ed b plant maturity, oil, topography, and
microclimate. Evapotran piration (ET) factor including t mperature, wind peed and
direction humidity, precipitation, and 0 forth al 0 hould b a part of th equation.

There are very pecific and effective formula in determining your irrigation ched-
ule that weigh in on precipitation rate, E data and plant n ed . For mo t of u
pring ET demand range from one-third to ne-half of p ak f demand in the hot
ummer month .
There' alway th turf manager' buddy, the oil probe. hove that thing down

pa t the rootzonc and take a look at the oil moi ture ontent. If it dry, irrigate. If it'
aturated don't. It ma ound impl but too many turf manager are gro lyover-irri-
gating and a quick probe can tell ou that. Runoff of prinkl r water in the houlder
ea on i ugl '. If ou're appl ing more than the landscape can ab orb in pril what'
going to happen in ugu t.

h ay chedule around p cific weath r condition like high
heat, wind and rain. Weather can be all over the map in the pring,
and -ou hould be prepared to re pond to it. now overnight can give
way to 60-degree t mperature the following afternoon.

et in the habit of 01' watering in th middle of th day, unl
ou mu t. enerally, ad)' morning or lat evening will enable appli-
cation to land and ta -Ionger on their intended targ t . If you have to
water in the wind, Hill zone with rotor head before any zone with
pray head and con ider u ing low-trajectory prinkler. Rain en or are
no-brainer for not watering during a rain or now vent.

Don't forget to u e the water budget feature on your controller,
which ave -ou from reprogramming eve!) zone each time a change
i required. That percent dial hould be adju ted monthly according to
hi torical E'r, then daily adju tment hould be effected according to
real-time weather condition .

Let nature do th watering in the pring whenever po ible.
Cenerall - pring rain provide good watering depth. Ilelp the turfgra
make ben ficial u e of precipitation. pring i a great time of year in the
port turfbu ine s. e the excitement, cnerg), and a competitive pirit
to drive your work. ST
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