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Irrigation of Turf 
How deep should the water penetrate? 
Saturate the soil to a depth of 6-8”.  Use a screw driver or pencil to determine how deep the 
water has penetrated.  The barrel should be uniformly moist to a depth of 8” 
Why can’t I apply shallow, frequent watering to established turf? 

Shallow frequent watering results in a shallow profile of soil moisture limited to the surface with 
a dry zone below where roots cannot survive.  As a result, shallow watering leads to a shallow 
root system which quickly suffers from higher surface temperatures and damage between 
watering especially near curbs and pavement.  This is one factor that drives the success of 
crabgrass. 
But EVERYONE uses their irrigation system set to water 15-20 minutes at a time. It looks like 
a lot of water.   Isn’t this enough? 
No.  For example, if only a quarter of the full inch of water is applied at a given time, say 15-20 
minutes a zone, then it will only penetrate the top part of the root zone.  The area just below will 
remain dry as though no irrigation had been applied whatsoever.  Roots in this area of dryness 
will die.  Roots that remain alive in the moist surface area then have to work twice as hard to 
take up enough water to supply the plant with water for growth and activity PLUS water to cool 
the plant off.  If the remaining roots cannot keep up, then heat damage will occur and the plant 
may die. 

If my turf is drought stressed, can I go ahead and mow it anyway? 
No, it is better to irrigate it then mow the following day 

Do turf or trees and shrubs require more water? 
Turf requires more water. 

I cannot set my irrigation system on manual because I do not have enough time or labor to 
run around and water if it turns dry.  Is there a way I can set my irrigation system once a 
month instead to compensate? 
Yes.  Turn sprinkler system on in May (not earlier unless we have a spring drought) and set it for 
0.7” to be delivered twice a week for sandy soils, once a week on heavier soils.  In June, July and 
August, up the amount to 0.7” twice a week for heavier soils, and for sandy soil set the system to 
deliver 1” twice a week.  In September, provided we do not have a dry fall, set the system back 
down to 0.7 once a week for heavier soils and 0.7” twice a week for sandier soils.  In October, 
set systems to deliver 0.5” once a week for heavier soils and 0.5” twice a week for sandy soils.  
Using these numbers in conjunction with natural precipitation should help to keep an evenly 
moist soil profile. 
I have a pressure problem in my irrigation system.  Where should I start? 

Check your main valve and backflow preventer, making sure both are completely open. If the 
system is not on, you should NOT be able to hear water moving through the pipes.  



The sound of water moving through indicates a leak somewhere. To pinpoint the leak, start 
with the main line. 

 If you have a leak, it will be noticeable because the ground will be soft and wet in this 
location. Next, check each of your laterals with the valve activated.  

If you have a leak, you should see it when that zone is on. 
I thought I had a pressure problem with my irrigation system but everything seems okay.  
Now what? 
Your pressure problem may not actually be a pressure problem. Dry areas may be the result 
of a clogged nozzle or broken head or simply a head that is not rotating correctly.  
Start by turning on each zone. Check to make sure each head is working and rotating 
correctly.  
I am replacing my electric control valves.  Any tips for success? 

Install valve top 4” below grade.  Minimize threaded fittings.   Place gravel and filter fabric 
below valve. 

I am changing my valve boxes.  What changes would help? 
Use high impact valve boxes for durability.  Install valve boxes blush with the grade.  Brand 
valve box lids with clock/zone #. 
What precautions do I need for my controllers?   

Provide easy access for maintenance and protection from vandalism.  Install outdoor 
controllers in weather resistant enclosures and make sure they are protected from lightning 
strikes.  Sequence valves at controller  and label the controllers. 
I am preparing a new  irrigation specification.  What kinds of sensors should I request? 

Rainfall sensors and freeze sensors. 
I am installing new irrigation heads  and need some rules of thumb to hand out to the 
crew.  What is the most important? 
Set heads 1/8” below finished turf grade.  Hand compact around heads.  Place heads 2” from 
walks and driveways(6” in planting beds).  Set heads perpendicular to grade - except for 
slopes. Use heads with check valves. 

What rules should I follow so that my mainline is not fouled up by planned construction? 
Follow these rules for installation depth:  1/1/4” & Smaller Pipe – bury at 12” depth, 1 1/2” - 
4”pipe – bury at 18” depth,  then compact trench to adjacent undisturbed soil density.  Install 
wiring on side or bottom to protect it. Provide 24” expansion loops at directional changes. 
Tape and bundle wire every 15’.  Flush lines prior to installing heads.  Route pipe away from 
tree roots which can lift pipe, which will then be cut as they cut tree roots during future 
construction. 
How would I know if my irrigation system has pressure that is too high? 

You may see a reduced radius of coverage, and you may see a floating fine mist when the 
system is operating.  You may see dry areas between heads.  You may see fast rotation speed 



if you have rotary heads versus pop ups or you may see rotation failure.  If pressure is too 
high, you may see leakage at the head and laterals. 

How do I fix high pressure problems? 
Install pressure reducing valves at the beginning of the system, at zone control valves and at 

heads. 
How would I know if my irrigation system has pressure that is too low? 

You may see reduced radius of coverage and large water droplets that cause compaction 
when they land.  You may see donut shaped dry areas.  You may see slow rotation speed or 
rotation failure and failure of heads to seat and set. 
How do I fix a low pressure problem? 

Use smaller nozzles or fewer heads per  zone.  
What are the impacts of improper pressure within my system? 

Higher water cost, uneven coverage, pressure surges, reduced irrigation system life 
expectancy,  higher maintenance cost. 

 
Where can I get more information? 

“The Complete Irrigation Workbook” 
Internet:  

www.keesen.com 
www.IANY.net 

www.ECCV.org 
 

 


