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Determining Your Irrigation System Output 
What tools do I need to determine my system output? 
You will need 4-6 tuna cans, a ruler and a watch. 
How do I determine how long I should run each sprinkler zone? 
Arrange cans randomly in the area you think will be covered within the zone you will be 
operating.  Write down the start time then run the system until At LEAST ONE inch of water is 
in at least one can.  Check the amount of time it took to reach that one inch mark and write that 
down then shut down system.  This is the amount of time you need to run the zone to get the 
amount of water recommended for established turf.   

Ideally, how long should it take for my sprinkler system to deliver an inch of 
water? 
Ideally, your system should take about 2 hours to deliver an inch of water.  If it is delivering the 
water more quickly, then it is likely some of it is running off and the full inch is not soaking in. 

Now that I know how long to run the zone, how can I tell if I am getting 
adequate coverage within the zone? 
Measure the depth of water in the other cans you arranged in the zone.  They should all be about 
1 inch.  If there is only ¾ of an inch or less in some of the cans, especially on the edges of the 
zone, then replace or adjust the sprinkler, or relocate it within the zone. 

Can’t I just hand sprinkle? 
No, hand sprinkling should be avoided because it is difficult to eyeball accurately water being 
delivered to a large expanse of lawn.  Exception include sprinkling or syringing simply to cool 
grass down or giving extra water to areas near buildings or sidewalks where reflected heat is 
causing a problem. 

What is the most efficient type of sprinkler? 
One that does NOT throw water high in the air or ones that generate LARGE drops of water so 
winds do not carry the water away and distribution is better. 

Where am I likely to have trouble with the sod drying out? 
You are likely to have trouble with sod drying out at corners and edges and near buildings where 
reflected heat and poor irrigation distribution are typical.  You may need to hand water these 
areas. 
 

 
 



What happens if water runs off rather than continues to soak in? 
You are likely to have runoff on clay soils, heavily compacted soils, or on slopes before adequate 
moisture has penetrated.  If this happens, shut down water when runoff begins, wait 30 minutes, 
then resume watering.  You may have to do this several times depending on slope and soil 
conditions. 

How should I water my sod during establishment? 
You will need to provide LIGHT AND FREQUENT IRRIGATION FOR APPROXIMATELY 
THREE WEEKS until sod has rooted below a depth of 1.5 inches.  These watering should occur 
several times each day and will be about ¼ inch depth.   

How do I know how much water I have delivered to my sod? 
Take the guess work out of how long you need to get that ¼ inch by using an inexpensive rain 
gauge to measure output of the irrigation system.  If conditions are hot and dry or windy you 
may have to water more frequently to prevent sod from drying out.   

How do I know if I have delivered enough water to my sod during 
establishment? 
Once again, use a screwdriver pushed through the sod and into the soil about 4 inches.  The 
screw driver should travel easily into the soil and when you pull the screwdriver out you should 
be able to feel moisture along the first 3-4 inches from the blade.    

What if there is a heat wave of sustained drying wind during establishment? Can 
I do anything to help the sod survive? 
If temperatures are 95 F or higher, or if there is high wind for more than half of the day, set the 
sprinkler system to go off multiple times between the hours of 11 and 2 to provide only a light 
sprinkling in addition to regularly scheduled watering.  These light sprinkles are designed to cool 
off the crown of the grass by evaporation in order to prevent “heatstroke” in the turf, which 
really means keeping the crown cool so no permanent damage occurs.   

How do I know if I am watering often enough? 
Use the footprint test: foot prints will still be visible 30 minutes or longer in turf that needs 
water, but will disappear in a few minutes on turf that is adequately watered. 

 
 


