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You may believe that because of the excessive spring rains we experienced this year,
we won't have to worry about using water in our landscapes this summer. Our county’s
population continues to increase which in turn increases dependence on our water
supply. Then, add the Mediterranean climate we have here and you begin to
understand why sensible water management and conservation techniques are so
important.
One of the most effective ways to manage water use is to purchase, install and use an
irrigation controller that will allow you to establish different watering zones. Through
proper controller programming, different areas of the landscape can be irrigated on
separate schedules according to the water needs of the landscape. For instance, lawn
areas require several lengthy water applications per week in the summer, while a bed of
drought tolerant perennials or an area of drought tolerant ground cover might require
only a single irrigation every two or three weeks. A good controller will allow you to
water on the proper schedule instead of watering everything at the rate of the highest
use area of the landscape -- in this case, the lawn.
If you live on sloping terrain, as many of us do in El Dorado County, you can reduce
water use by using proper water application techniques to avoid runoff. On slopes, use
of short "on-off" cycles are best so that the application rate matches the soil's ability to
absorb water. To do this, turn on your sprinklers and allow them to run until the first
signs of runoff appear. Then, turn the sprinklers off to allow this water to soak into the
soil. After a half hour or so, turn the sprinklers on again until runoff begins. Once again,
turn the water off to allow absorption. Repeat the cycle until enough water is applied to
thoroughly soak the soil to the necessary depth. With the sprinkler run-times and
number of cycles necessary now known, program your controller accordingly for the
slope area sprinklers.
How often should I water? As a general rule, infrequent, deep watering is preferable to
frequent, shallow watering. Watering too often and too shallowly encourages excessive
evaporation, shallow rooting and less drought tolerance. In addition, the salt buildup
may provide optimal conditions for certain diseases. On the other hand, infrequent,
deep watering encourages deep rooting which helps the plants to be more drought
tolerant, decreases evaporation loss, reduces the chance for disease and lessens weed
growth by lessening the amount of time the surface soil (where weed seeds exist)
remains moist.
So how deep is deep enough? Lawns and flower beds need to be wetted to a depth of
12 inches, shrubs to one to two feet and trees to two to three feet. The best time to
water is in the early morning when less water will be lost to evaporation. Late
afternoon, when air temperature is high and humidity is low, is the worst time because
evaporation loss will be at its highest.

If you want to learn more about appropriate water use in our foothill gardens, come to
the free Master Gardener class on "Water Management" tomorrow, June 24, starting at
9 a.m. in the Ag Extension Office at 311 Fair Lane in Placerville. Topics covered will
include water needs of specific plants and how best to irrigate them. You can also call
our office Monday through Friday, 9 a.m. to noon, at 621-5512 for answers to questions
about this subject as well as other home gardening topics. Walk-ins are also welcome
at the above address.

