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Irrigation System Choices
for Athletic Fields

BY LUKE FRANK

or irrigators, discussions on efficient water management often-
times start with sprinkler equipment and gradually work their way
out the actual beneficiaries, turf and plant material. Perhaps an
equally valuable approach is to start from the periphery and work
our way in.

After all, what is it that we design irrigation
for? Turf. Each and every turf cultivar has a
unique and distinctive water requirement based
on plant physiology, soil conditions, climate,
height of cut, exposure, traffic, and so forth.

Well-designed and operated irrigation sys-
tems will take into consideration all of these
variables and create the control to distribute
water to each area or zone individually.
Adjustable, part-circle heads, either rotor or
spray, help isolate and control irrigation appli-
cations for turf types, baselines, end zones,
pedestrian and player areas, ete. Head-to-head
sprinkler spacing with uniform precipitation
rates are a must. Let the turf demands config-
ure your irrigation equipment requirements.

By targeting these zones based on their
individual watering requirements, we not only
conserve water, but prevent pests, turf damage,
soil degradation, system wear and tear, and
more. So, let it be said that not all irrigation
system choices are founded on equipment and
capital —there are other equally important
choices.

Mix in a little soil

So, we've lightly touched on the plant
material, now let’s proceed to soil conditions,
which can vary depending on the composition,
age, use and cultural practices of your facility. Generally, athletic fields present an
opportunity to improve overall management efficiency through a relatively level,
uniform soil profile that more evenly distributes water and nutrients to the turf.

Consistent verticutting, aerifying, topdressing, seeding, and if necessary leaching
programs can create and maintain that soil uniformity throughout the profile.
Irrigation designed around soil percolation and water holding characteristics (and
incorporating the standard of matched precipitation rates) will cultivate a healthier,
more durable and resilient playing surface.

‘Treat acute and chronic issues of sun and wind exposure, run-off and drainage,
soil and water pH, and high traffic areas individually. Ideally, these conditions will
be incorporated into the irrigation system design and scheduling regimens. Areas
with more sun or wind exposure should be zoned separately, as should areas that
receive more runoff from structures, challenged drainage and/or punishing traffic.

For many, the first instinct in treating stressed turf is to bump the irrigation
schedule. And frequently that will do the trick. But chronic problems are serious
and should be dealt with swiftly and holistically. Don’t hesitate to rehabilitate poor
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soil or water quality.

You have options. Tying in an injector system into the irrigation system might
be a sound investment. Ensure that you purchase a reputable product with a long-
established track record, a legitimate warranty, and good customer service.

Note that equipment alone won'’t take your facility to the next level. That
requires a commitment to learning how to gather and use information, with your
target always being the plant material. You have to really dive in.

Collecting info

Start with a lab(s) that can analyze soil type and pH, water pH and composi-
tion, and plant tissue for nutrient deficiencies. You may learn that you are applying
the appropriate blend of nutrients, but they’re bound in the soil so there’s limited
uptake by the plant.

Once your strengths and weaknesses are identified and logged on a spreadsheet,
blend yourself a custom solution. Determine your goals: aggressive root growth;
prolific shoot growth; quick regeneration and so forth.

With the agronomy resolved and recorded, learn the equipment: pump, tanks,
filtration, backflow prevention. Also learn and understand the desired nutrient con-
centration in your irrigation water, the frequency of application, liability issues
(e.g, kids playing in the sprinklers or fertigating near a storage pond or omamental
fountain).

Re-familiarize yourself with your irrigation system. Measure the distance
between sprinklers, the pressure at each head, and rotation times. Replace worn or
damaged nozzles and ensure each sprinkler head is of the same make and model
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installed flush and perpendicular to grade. Finally, map out your turf management upgrade plan with specific goals and

Finally, if so motivated, run a catch can test to determine sprinkler uniformity timelines and involve your crew(s). Track your information. Track your progress
and actual precipitation rates, and make all appropriate, practical adjustments. I and data diligently and enjoy the fruits of your labor. &7
generally recommend during this process that you replace all rigid or flexible risers
with swing joints, to protect against breaks and leaks. Luke Frank is a veteran irrigation writer and editor. He can be reached at
Irrigation controller selection is another important piece of the puzzle. To take lukefrank@earthlink.net.

full advantage of the information
you've gathered up to this point, con-
sider irrigating from a central com-

puter. You don’t have to buy a
Cadillac, but you do need a few extra
capabilities to tie everything together.

Central programs enable you to
collect and archive the essential
data, perform the necessary calcula-
tions, and program the irrigation
schedule with accuracy and preci-
sion. Other helpful features include
system alerts (like flow sensors),
expandability (adding zones, etc.),
remote control capabilities, and any
real-time weather or moisture moni-
toring devices.

Because of the grade, soil, and
turf uniformity of athletic fields,
there may be an additional opportu-
nity to employ tensiometers (soil
moisture sensing devices) in your
irrigation practices.

Installed in the appropriate areas
and at the proper depth, these

increasingly improved products hard-
wire to a zone valve and activate and
de-active irrigation sets according to

the desired soil moisture level in that

zone. Many turf managers initially \’ ‘ #‘
program a 50-percent soil moisture ‘ %
depletion level and adjust from Es. ¥
there, according to individual turf

At Sod Solutions, we know that when it comes to your work, every playing
needs. surface is important. Details get noticed. Inspected, even. Details like how

Tensiometers, gypsum blocks, quickly the turfgrass is established. Or, how much maintenance and water
HIld Otll(.'l' St)i] 1}10}.51.[11'& 111easuring the fields need.
devices have been used in agricul- Celebration Bermudagrass is the warm season turfgrass that withstands close

ture for decades. The products are inspection. Celebration enhances sports fields, golf courses, commercial
more affordable and reliable that landscapes or home lawns with deep blue-green color and enhanced playability.
ever. Some are more expensive, last Celebration is as functional as it is beautiful: very durable, with superior climatic

longer and offer more accuracy than and soil ‘ada‘ptgbility. It tolerates drought, heat, humidity, cold, and shade.
; : Celebration is ideal for sports applications across the central and southern U.S.
others. Do some research and talk to Celebration makes all the details look good. Put Celebration under inspection:
colleagues before implementing it will look great, and so will you.

such a program.

) || Significant Drought Tolerance. Celebration has an extremely dense root system that
Recipe for success makes it an efficient water user. Celebration is highly resistant to drought damage.

These are but a few tips. Nobody Greatly Reduced Mowing Requirements. Celebration needs 1/3-1/2 less mowing

knows your facility better than you | compared to other bermudas. And, with its rapid, tight horizontal growth, Celebration
do. By improving the science with _ is highly durable and recovers quickly from injury.
which you manage your turfgrass, . Beautiful Blue-Green Color. Celebration's color is unlike that of any other bermuda

and implemenl'ing the proper equip- e i S R —

ment to deliver that science to the 3 J .
For Purchasing Information and a Brochure: 843.849.1288 » www.celebrationbermuda.com
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playing surface, you can take your
facility to the next level.

All irrigation equipment, old and
new, needs regular inspection and
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maintenance schedules, and swift ;
airs. Maintain an invertory of Celebration Bermudagrass is a joint release of the E COMMERC!AL SPORTS
repairs. Maintain an inventory o Sefiyuin Prodosies né s, Weekde S Qers e
equipment: matching sprinkler Cooperative, and Sod Solutions, Inc. | | "
heads, nozzles, pipe, swing joints, _ _ =" BERMUDAGRASS™
wire, dry splices, primer and wet/dry The Celebration Bermudagrass and Sod Solutions names and logos are trademarks of Sod Solutions, Inc.

cement, valve diaphragms, etc.

Circle 150 on card or www.oners.ims.ca/2914-150
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