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Y ou startle awake at 3 a.m., bathed 
in a cold sweat. You throw on a 
pair of sweat pants, stumble to 
your half-ton pickup and peel out 
of your driveway, headed straight 

to your course. 
As you reach the street next to the third fair-

way, you notice beautiful plumes of water from 
your irrigation system glistening in the moon-
light. Your heart rate slows and you breathe a 
sigh of relief. Your irrigation controller turned 
your system on properly after all. It was just a 
nightmare. All is right with the world. 

With golfers pushing superintendents to 
keep courses in near-perfect condition, proper 
irrigation is vital. But superintendents have too 
many other responsibilities to spend their wak-
ing hours monitoring their irrigation systems. 
So the dependability and efficiency of their 
irrigation controllers play an enormous role in 
helping superintendents relax. 

"Over the next 10 years, there will be less 
usable water available for any use, let alone for 
golf course irrigation," says Brian Vinchesi, pres-
ident of Irrigation Consulting in Pepperell, 
Mass. "For all the focus on reduced water use, 
that's not nearly as important as using water 
more efficiently. Effective controllers go a long 
way to making that a reality." 

Here's what experts say you can do to make 
sure your irrigation controllers won't keep you 
up at night: 

Budget for an irrigation audit to find out how much 
water your course actually needs. 
Jim Barrett, president of James Barrett Associ-
ates in Montclair, N.J., says you need to find 
out how much water you're actually using be-

Continued on page 46 

Proper monitoring ensures 

that your irrigation system 

will run at peak efficiency 

The Future Holds Hand-Held Controllers 

Irrigation consultants believe hand-
held controllers, particularly those 
run through personal digital assis-

tants (PDAs), are the wave of the future 
- at least at the high end of the market 

"In five years, hand-held controllers 
will become the standard," says Jim 
Barrett, president of James Barrett As-
sociates in Montclair, N J. "I know irriga-
tion companies are researching how to 
create the proper software." 

Instead of being tied to desktop com-
puters, superintendents can monitor their 
pump stations and irrigation heads from 
fairways, their homes or even their trucks, 
Barrett says. "Hand-held controllers will 
be hugely powerful tools," he says. 

PDAs offer the most flexibility when 
it comes to controlling irrigation sys-
tems remotely, says Brian Vinchesi, 
president of Irrigation Consulting in 
Pepperell, Mass. A PDA can cull infor-
mation from weather stations, Global 
Positioning System maps and other in-
formation that traditional controllers 
can't process. 

"The PDA will process information 
from disparate sources without you 
having to compile it yourself before-
hand," Vinchesi says. "You'll be able to 
put water where you want it, when you 
want it, without having to stop doing 
other jobs that you need to get done." 
- Frank H. Andorka Jr., Managing Editor 

The fear of a malfunctioning irrigation 
system causes sleepless nights for 
superintendents. 



Keep Tabs On Your Controller 

Continued from page 45 
fore you can determine whether your con-
troller is operating efficiently. 

"It takes time and money to do an 
audit, but its worth it in the long run," 
Barrett says. "You'll often find you're using 
too much water." 

An audit calculates how much water a 
course should use based on evapotranspi-
ration rates, weather patterns, percolation 
rates and turf types, Barrett says. Then it 
measures the amount of water a course ac-

Here's another vote of confidence for 
wetting agents. Tony Mancuso, certi-
fied superintendent at Bellerive CC 

in St Louis, couldn't figure out what to do 
with the localized dry spot he often found 
on his greens. At first, he irrigated them. In 
areas where his greens rest on clay soil, 
however, the water pooled rather than pen-
etrated. Mancuso often overwatered to en-
sure enough water reached the roots. 

Overwatering, however, created moss 
and algae problems. But when Mancuso 
allowed the greens time to recover from 
the oversaturation, the dry spots cropped 
up again. He needed a way out of the 
predicament, which Mancuso found in 
wetting agents. 

"We're always battling localized dry 
spot in this area of the country," Mancuso 
says. "If you treat the problem traditionally, 
you can create more problems than you 

tually puts down and compares the two. 
"The answer isn't always black and white, 
but an audit will help determine whether 
you're way off base," Barrett says. 

Inspect sprinkler heads on a regular basis to 
ensure they run for the correct amount of time. 
Precision watering depends on controllers 
to calculate accurately the time a sprin-
kler head runs, Vinchesi says. But some 
superintendents assume if they program 
specific times into their controllers, their 

solve. Wetting agents can help immensely." 
Wetting agents allow water to move 

more freely through the soil. They also 
help the soil retain water for longer peri-
ods, even when the surface of the soil 
dries out. For Mancuso, that means using 
less water. 

"You have to know your soil and what 
problems your dealing with," Mancuso 
says. "Wetting agents aren't a magic bullet 
for all dry soil problems, but they can help 
if you understand your soil profile." 

Since he started using wetting 
agents on the greens, Mancuso says he 
has cut the amount of time he runs his 
overhead irrigation system in half. He 
only turns his irrigation system on the 
greens every three or four days. With 
minimal hand watering between applica-
tions, Mancuso says his greens are in 
good shape. - F.A. 

irrigation systems will run that amount 
of time. If your controller isn't working, 
you're making a mistake with your as-
sumption, Vinchesi says. 

"You may set it for 10 minutes and 
it may run for 12 minutes instead," he 
adds. "If that's what your system is doing, 
then you're obviously wasting water." 

Vinchesi says superintendents should 
also make sure that when their controllers 
turn the system on, it doesn't skip heads or 
fail to turn on at the proper time. Both sce-
narios indicate a faulty controller, he says. 

Study the feedback your controller gives you. 
You know reams of paperwork pile up 
on your desk daily. But even if you don't 
read another report, pay close attention 
to the printout detailing your irrigation 
system's output, says Dan Benner, 
founder and principal of Hydro Envi-
ronmental in Marietta, Ga. 

"You need to get daily diagnostic in-
formation from the field about the opera-
tion of your irrigation system," Benner says. 
"If there's a huge disparity from one day to 
the next, there's a problem. Read the re-
ports and keep tabs on vast fluctuations." 

If your current controller doesn't allow 
for such two-way communication, Ben-
ner suggests upgrading to one that does. 

Monitor the water pressure throughout the 
system. 
Proper pressure management is often 
overlooked as having an effect on irri-
gation efficiency, but it's vital to know 
how much pressure your system pro-
duces, Vinchesi says. 

"A lack of pressure will make your ir-
rigation system work harder with fewer 
results," he adds. "Run regular checks to 
make sure the proper amount of water 
is being pumped." 

Although few systems currendy allow 
it, Benner says he looks forward to the 
day when irrigation systems and pump 
stations can be run by the same controller. 

"Pump stations have traditionally run 
independendy from the irrigation system, 
and that's not the best way to manage ef-
ficiency," Benner says. "Unfortunately, ir-
rigation companies aren't to the point where 

Wetting Agents Help Superintendents Conserve Water 

Tony Mancuso, certified superintendent 
at Bellerive CC in St Louis, solved 
his dry spot problem with the help 
of wetting agents. 



they would share the information to 
bring that to fruition." 

But having an efficient controller isn't 
solely about saving water, Benner says. 

"If your irrigation system is operating 
properly, it won't use as much energy," he 
adds. "You also won't be doing as much 
labor-intensive hand-watering. That's an 
additional savings on energy and labor." 

Not to mention the energy you'll save 
by getting a good night's sleep. • 

For more information, try 
these irrigation-related sites: 

C O N S U L T A N T S : 
www.asic.org 

The American Society of Irrigation 
Consultants (925-516-1124) 

www.irrigation.org 
The Irrigation Association 
(703-536-7080) 

C O M P A N I E S : 
www.flowtronex.net 

Flowtronex International 
(800-786-7480) 
i www.rainaid.com 
Century Rain Aid (800-347-4272) 
it www.rainbird.com 
Rain Bird Irrigation (626-963-9311) 
« www.syncroflo.com 
SyncroFlo (770-447-4443) 

m www.toro.com 
The Toro Co. (800-664-4740) 
iiwwwsignaturecontrolsystems.com 
Signature Control Systems 
(949-580-3640) 

W E T T I N G A G E N T S : 
www.aquatrols.com 

Aquatrols (800-257-7797) 
at wwwplanthealthcare.com 
Plant Health Care (800-421 -9051) 

www.clearychemical.com 
Cleary Chemical (800-524-1662) 
n rootsinc.com 
Roots (800-342-6173) 

www.precisionlab.com 
Precision Laboratories (800-323-6280) 
« www.lesco.com 
Lesco (800-321-5325) 

AquaAid (800-394-1551) 
Montco/Surfside (215-836-4992) 
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