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Installing and maintaining drip systems

in clients’ flowerbeds and hard-to-water

areas can be profitable and saves water

rip irrigation is the
answer to giving cus-
tomers' healthier
gardens and
flowerbeds, saving
them costly water
bills and building
your reputation as a knowledgeable land-
scape professional. Drip can save 30% to
65% of the irrigation water compared to
systems using spray heads or rotors.
Landscape drip irrigation delivers water
slowly, at low pressure (typically at 15 to 50
psi and flow rates measured in gallons/hour
versus gallons/minute), at or near the root
zone of the landscape plant material. It al-
lows you to target the precise area that you
want to irrigate and avoid unnecessarily wa-
tering the soil between plants.

Drip can be effectively applied to any
non-turf area, large or small, including
shrub beds, flower gardens and hard-to-
water areas. Areas sensitive to overspray,
high traffic areas, windy areas and areas
with mixed plantings are also great appli-
cations for drip systems. It's especially ef-
fective in areas made up of a sparse con-
figuration of plants and/or flowers,
whether the property is residential or
commercial, including sites such as con-
dos, corporate campuses, courtyards, me-
dians and planting areas near sidewalks.

Benefits of drip irrigation

Drip irrigation is becoming more popular
with contractors, partly in response to
drought conditions and water restrictions
It is the only form of irrigation allowed in
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some regions. But it's use is growing,
mostly due to contractors’ desires to bet-
ter meet their customers’ demands.

Drip irrigation saves water. With the
drip of an emitter, precise amounts of
water are delivered directly to the plant’s
root zone. It gives contractors better con-
trol of where water is distributed. It saves
water because it is subject to much less
evaporation since windy conditions don’t
affect it as they does spray. And there is
no concern of over-spraying intended
planting areas and soaking sidewalks, cars,
buildings, roads or parking lots.

Because water is delivered slowly and
directly to the root zone, water or soil
runoff is reduced. This is critical when ir-
rigating on uneven ground or slopes.

In addition, water is applied precisely
where it is needed within the planting
area. The biggest savings come in not wa-
tering soil between plants in gardens or
flower beds. Drip is generally considered
to be 90% to 95% efficient versus 30% to
60% for sprays and rotors.

Also, drip systems can be easily
changed to meet customers’ needs, such
as when a client changes flower beds or
plant materials regularly. In many cases
the drip zone can be dug up without dis-
connecting the irrigation system and
repositioned to water the new beds.

And contractors have choices in water
supply connections when installing a drip
system. The system can draw from an
outside faucet, or can be connected to an
existing, traditional system, allowing wa-
tering times to be scheduled with a bat-

tery controller or existing sprinkler timer.

Cost-effective plant health

Drip irrigation allows each plant zone to
receive the exact amount of water it
needs to thrive. Each plant can receive its
ideal amount of water by using the cor-
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continued from page 88
rect size and amount of emitters, bubblers
Or micro-sprays.

Different drip products can distribute
the water to the foliage itself or only to
the soil, depending on what is best for a
specific plant. Overhead water can create
unsightly brown spots on some flowers,
while it can aid the health of other plants.
Drip allows you to tailor watering to
meet the requirements of all plant types.

Installing and maintaining a drip irriga-
tion system saves time and money. Start
with a good design. It will dramatically
improve the installation process. Typically
they're easier to install than spray systems,
but can return a nice profit for contrac-
tors nevertheless.

Design flexibility
Installation of drip irrigation systems offers
lots of flexibility. Flexible, polyethylene
tubing conforms to individual and unique
plant areas. PVC pipe, used with tradi-
tional systems, can be used as tubing with
drip systems as well, but flexible tubing is
advantageous because it can be placed in
any direction and can be curved.
Contractors need few special tools to
install and maintain drip systems. The ba-
sics of hydraulics and flow are similar for
drip systems compared to traditional sys-
tems. Also, replacing parts because of van-
dalism shouldn’t be a concern. Emitters,
the small devices that control the flow of
water going to the soil, and drip line typi-
cally remain relatively hidden from view in
flower beds or gardens near high-traffic
areas. Some emitters can pop up and
down, retracting flush with the grade
when not in use and keeping them out of
sight. Other products make it easy for con-
tractors to install tubing below grade.

System design tips
More thought is required up front when
designing a drip system compared to a
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Take into account the flowerbed's or garden’s water requirements, the cli-
mate, the soil and whether the irrigation zone has dense or sparse plantings.

Don‘t make the mistake in the design of using the same product for all appli-
cations. Different plants require different amounts of water. For dense plant-
ings, inline emitter tubing is usually used due to its ease of use. However, poly-
ethylene tubing with pop-up micro-sprays or PVC pipe with poly-flex risers and
bubblers can also be used. For sparse plantings, polyethylene tubing with emit-
ters or PVC pipe with poly-flex risers and emitters can target each plant and not
water the soil in-between the plants.

Emitters come in many different flow rates and styles. Some emission devices
are designed specifically for dense plantings and are considered broadcast emis-
sion devices. These include in-line emitter tubing, micro-sprays, misters and pop-
up low-volume sprays. Pop-up sprays with low-flow nozzles are often used in
annual flowerbeds, for instance.

Other emission devices are better suited to sparse plantings, but can also be
used to supplement broadcast emission devices in dense plantings when a cer-
tain plant needs more targeted watering. These include single-outlet emitters,
multi-outlet emitters and bubblers. These emitters come in a range of flow rates

(from 0.5 gph to 24 gph) and inlet styles (barbed, threaded, spiked).

The plant type, the soil and the type of installation will determine which
emitter to choose. To satisfy the different water intake requirements of plants
in one irrigation zone, emitters can distribute different volumes of water using

the same run time. — JP

traditional system to achieve maximum
water distribution efficiency. Again, the
goal is to deliver the proper amount of
water to the root zone of the plants,
which will require smart product selec-
tion, proper design, pressure regulation
and filtration. Because drip requires low
volume and low pressure, every drip irri-
gation system should include filtration
and pressure regulation.

Pressure regulation ensures that the
pressure entering the system doesn’t ex-
ceed the maximum operating pressure of
drip irrigation. Filtration keeps large parti-
cles from clogging downstream compo-
nents, and lessens the chances of smaller
particles from impeding the water flow
from the emission device. Yes, periodically
the filter will need to be cleaned, but self-
cleaning filters exist that are ideal for cer-
tain applications. These virtually eliminate
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maintenance. Complete control zone kits
are also available on the market.

Hydraulic calculations are necessary in
drip irrigation designs, just as they are
with traditional systems.

Size you header correctly for the
amount of flow required, and take pres-
sure loss into account when you calculate
the lateral lengths of your tubing runs.
Pressure should remain between 15 psi
and 50 psi everywhere in the system after
the pressure regulator.

A landscape drip design guide is a
helpful tool that shows maximum lateral
lengths and header sizes based on flow
rates, helping determine calculations.

Find examples by visiting

inbird drip/li find
htm#appguides. v

— The author is the marketing manager

for Rain Bird's Landscape Drip division.
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