
Irrigation system maintenance 
Spring start-up, fall shut-down 

Much has been written about pro-
per design and installation of an 
irrigation system. For purposes of this 
discussion, we will assume that the 
system is adequate for the course and 
was installed properly. While there 
are not any preventative maintenance 
steps that will really prolong the life 
of a sprinkler system, there are steps 
that will insure operation at peak ef-
ficiency. 

Periodic visual inspection of the en-
tire system is one of the most impor-
tant steps. If done on a regular and 
timely basis, it will help to keep repair 
costs at a minimum. Should a line 
break, for example, it will be found 
and can be repaired before costly 
damage is done to the course itself. 

Important, along with this, is a set of 
drawings of the irrigation system must 
be available and updated as any and 
all changes in the system are re-
corded. Another important factor, 
again on the installation drawings is a 
record of controller stations and oper-
ation sequences for an automatic 
system. This can prevent having to go 
through the entire system to find the 
valve you're looking for, saving time 
and water. 

It is particularly important to follow 
a thorough visual inspection program 
during prolonged wet weather. An 
area that is not receiving proper 
irrigation shows up rapidly during hot 
summer weather. It may be some time 
before a sticky valve is found when it 
has been raining for a few weeks. 

T h e r e are four main areas to 
inspect: lines; sprinkler heads; and in 
the case of automatic systems, con-
trollers and wiring. 

Broken lines 
Broken lines are readily recogniz-

able by a saturated, sunken spot in the 
turf around the break. There will be a 
w e a k e n e d , r e d u c e d p a t t e r n of 
coverage by sprinkler heads down the 
line from the break. 

Repairing the break with a compres-
sion coupler whenever possible is 
probably the easiest approach. The 
coupler may cost a little more, but the 
time saved in labor more than makes 
up for it. 

A common problem with older 
galvanized systems is when a head is 
broken off, the broken piece of pipe is 

left in the tee in the ground. Most 
generally, the pipe is siezed in the 
threads and is difficult, if not impos-
sible, to remove. The best method of 
removal is to cut through the wall of 
the broken piece until you have just 
cut into the threads of the tee fitting. 
Then hammer a small chisel between 
the fitting and the broken piece, forc-
ing the short threaded piece of nipple 
to collapse. It may then be removed 
easily. You should avoid damage to 
the fitting as much as possible, how-
ever, a small drip on a lateral line may 
not be crucial. If you want to be 
thorough, you will have to replace the 
tee. This is a much more time con-
suming job, but will insure a drip-free 
repair. 

Sprinkler heads 
There are several problems that can 

prevent a head from working pro-
perly. Plugged nozzles, damage from 
mowers, excessive growth obscuring 
the pattern of the sprinkler, head set-
ting below grade, or grit in the head 
are common problems. If these mal-
functions are found in the early 
stages, by periodic visual inspection 
and corrected before the turf and 
other vegetation has been badly 
damaged, the inspection trips will 
have been worth it. 

If the head is stuck in the up posi-
tion, it may be the result of sand or 
gravel clogging the tail-piece of the 
head. However, the tail-piece may be 
hanging up on the side of the nipple 
because of excessive wear or poor 
construction to begin with. It may only 
be necessary to clean the head, or it 
may be necessary to replace the head. 

If the pattern of the head is not what 
it should be, check first for obstruction 
around the head. It may be that the 
grass is too long, or that a shrub is 
blocking part of the pattern. The solu-
tion to these problems is simple, mow-
ing the turf to an acceptable height, 
removing the shrub, or if that is impos-
sible, adding sprinkler heads to cover 
the area. 

The problem could be low pressure 
result ing from clogged s c r e e n s , 
obstructions in the line, low valve 
adjustments, or just an old wornout 
pump. If visual inspection of the head 
and area around it doesn't produce 
results, be prepared to start checking 

the entire system. 
If the head sprays a "fogging" pat-

tern, it may be the result of too much 
pressure in the line. On an automatic 
system, simply adjust the flow control 
of the automatic valves. On a manual 
system, you should check the static 
and flow pressure and instal l a 
pressure reducing valve. 

If the head is sitting below grade, 
the problem is serious, but not 
irreparable. This situation can be 
caused by erosion building up around 
the head, or by a heavy thatch ac-
cumulation. It may be only a situation 
of controlling the thatch. If necessary, 
however, the head can be raised. 

When attempting this repair, it 
helps if you leave the water on, cut-
ting the flow down until it is barely 
coming out. This prevents dirt from 
falling into the line and clogging the 
next head down the l ine . Most 
general ly raising or lowering the 
height of the head is a matter of using 
a longer or shorter nipple, respec-
tively. Simply remove the head and 
existing nipple, replace with the long 
or shorter nipple and replace the 
head. 

Automatic controllers and valves 
One of the first things to look for, if 

a controller is suspected of malfunc-
tion is: Is it getting power? You can 
usually determine this by listening to 
the clock to see if it is humming. Next 
thing to check is if power is going out 
to the valve. This can be done by going 
to the terminal plate and, using an ex-
tra valve (one you're positive works!), 
touching the common and indicated 
station wires to see if it activates the 
solenoid on the extra valve. A voltage 
tester is a much more valid test. 

Finding a break in a wire can be 
easy, using an automotive engine and 
an AM radio. First step is to discon-
nect the suspected controller wire at 
both ends. Then connect one end of 
the wire to a spark plug wire, after 
removing it from the plug. It may be 
necessary to splice a piece of wire to 
reach the engine. Then start the 
engine. Take a portable AM radio, 
tune it to the lowest end of its scale 
and turn the volume all the way up. 
Follow the path of the suspected wire 
as closely as possible with the radio. 
The engine will create an interference 



in the radio's reception. Follow the 
path of the wire until the interference 
stops. This will be the location of the 
break. 

If you're getting power at the clock 
and power at the valve, it may be a 
bad solenoid. If the solenoid works 
and the valve still doesn't, it may be 
that there is dirt in the valve. Check to 
see that the bleed mechanism under 
the solenoid is clear. 

If the valve is stuck open and won't 
close, the problem is usually caused 
by water not being able to get into the 
top of the valve. Check the port assem-
bly to make sure it is clear. If water 
doesn't flow freely, then the system is 
definitely clogged. It is water in the 
top of the valve that keeps it closed. 

First step is to check between the 
valve seat and washer to make sure a 
small stone isn't keeping it from clos-
ing. The biggest problem with valves 
is dirt. 

Winter preparation 
There are basically six steps to 

preparing an irrigation system for 

winter. First is to shut off the main 
valve. All manual drain lines should 
be opened as should all petcocks on 
anti-siphoning and backflow fittings. 
You should then m a n u a l l y run 
through all stations to relieve pressure 
on automatic valves. If you possibly 
can, use compressed air to blow the 
system out. Leave the c lock on 
throughout the winter, but with no sta-
tion times. 

Spring start-up 
Before starting the system in spring, 

make a visual inspection to determine 
that heads are not damaged or 
covered up. Take necessary steps to 
free the head, make any height adjust-
ments that may be necessary, and 
make sure that the spray head is still 
properly orientated. 

On an automatic system, check for 
power to the clock and set the stations 
for proper watering schedule. Run 
through each station with manual 
override, checking that all heads are 
covering their area adequately and 
are closing properly. 

On a manual system, close the 

valves and all other fittings that were 
opened b e f o r e winter . Close all 
manual head valves, then open V4 
turn. Open the main water valve very 
slowly to avoid damage of water ham-
mer to the system. Open the valve 
fully only after the sound of flowing 
water has ceased. Then open each sec-
tion to make sure coverage is as it 
should be. 

If the system is not functioning as it 
should, it will be necessary to begin 
troubleshooting again. Once again, 
p r e v e n t a t i v e m a i n t e n a n c e on an 
irrigation system, other than perhaps 
the pumping station, is not like that of 
a vehicle, where oil can be changed, 
tune-ups made, etc., to prolong the life 
of the vehicle. However, by keeping 
on top of the system, malfunctions can 
be found and repairs made while it is 
only a matter of replacing a tee or nip-
ple. 

Don't wait until it becomes a matter 
of repairing the system and replacing 
a large area of turf. Thorough, timely 
visual inspections can make all the 
difference. • 

HEAD OF ITS CLASS 

Distributed By fflTERMITIOnRb SEEDS, inc. 

Check with the turf managers who have 
used it, scan results from test plots all over 
the U.S. and you'll see why Derby has moved 
to the head of the turf-type perennial ryegrass 
class. 

Numerous good fine-bladed ryegrasses are 
available today, but Derby is the one that has 
it all. It's a dark green beauty that mows beau-
tifully, has excellent heat, drought and cold 
tolerance and produces a fine-textured turf. 

In Northern regions, Derby is used to pro-
duce elite permanent turf, while it is consid-
ered a premier overseeding grass in the 
Southern U.S. 

DERBY TURF-TYPE PERENNIAL RYEGRASS 
• Germinates in less than a week under ideal 

conditions 
• Thrives when cut to one inch or less on tees and 

fairways and as low as 3/16th inch on golf greens 
• Produces a beautiful dense turf when cut to 1 - 1 / 2 

inches 
• Tolerates a wide range of soil types from sandy to 

heavy clay 
• Persists in heavy, compacted, poorly drained areas 

where traffic is not intense 
Derby is registered w i t h the Plant Variety 
Protect ion Off ice PVPA No 7 5 0 0 0 0 9 ) 
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