A healthy landscape is not an accident. It grows from a small stack of habits, repeated at the right times, backed
by a bit of know-how. A sprinkler system can make those habits less burdensome, but only if the system itself
gets the same seasonal care you give your soil and plants. | have walked more properties than | can count, from
tidy city lawns to sprawling campuses, and the pattern is always the same. The owners who treat sprinkler
maintenance as part of the gardening calendar spend far less on emergency sprinkler repair, use less water, and

actually like the way their landscapes look by mid-summer.

Below is a practical, field-tested approach to caring for a system through the year. The specifics bend to climate
and equipment, yet the sequence holds. Slow startup in spring, tune as growth surges, watch closely through
heat, taper in fall, and protect during winter. Build those rhythms, and you'll keep your investment working
smoothly for seasons to come.

Start by understanding your system

Before you set schedules or pick up tools, take ten minutes to understand what you have. Most residential
systems share a few core components: a controller, a backflow preventer, zone valves, lateral lines, and the
delivery hardware at the soil surface, which might include spray heads, rotors, rotary nozzles, or drip emitters.
Spray heads put out water fast and in a fixed fan, rotors and rotary nozzles apply more slowly and can throw
longer distances, and drip delivers water right at the roots. If you mix these in one zone, you will fight uneven

watering forever. Keep rotors with rotors, sprays with sprays, drip by itself.

System pressure matters just as much as what you run. Many modern heads want 30 to 45 psi at the nozzle. Too
high, and you get misting and wasted water that drifts down the street. Too low, and coverage overlaps break,
leaving dry crescents near edges. | still remember a compact front yard where a well-meaning owner had added
three extra sprays onto a lateral line. The zone "worked,” but pressure sagged, the fan patterns collapsed, and the
grass baked in sickle shapes by July. We moved two heads to a new zone and swapped the nozzles for matched
precipitation models. The hot spots vanished, and the water bill dropped by roughly 15 percent within one

month.

If you are taking over a property or have inherited a mystery controller, map the zones. Run each zone for two
minutes. Note which areas they cover and what types of heads they use. Photograph valve boxes with the lids off

and label the photos. That small bit of administration will make every other maintenance task faster and cheaper.

The early spring wake-up

Most damage | repair in April comes from rushing. Winter can leave a system brittle, and water under pressure
finds the weakest point in seconds. If you live in a freeze area and had the system winterized, resist the urge to
spin the main valve open and punch the start button. Move slowly, observe, and fix issues before they snowball.

Here is a tight, practical sequence for spring startup that respects how systems behave when they have been

sitting cold.

® Open the main water valve gradually, about a quarter turn at a time, pausing between turns to listen for

hammering and to watch the pressure gauge if you have one.

* |nspect the backflow preventer while pressurizing. Check for seepage around test cocks and vent caps, and

confirm that isolation valves are aligned with the flow and not leaking at the stems.

® Run each zone manually from the controller. Replace any visibly cracked or sunken heads, unscrew and rinse

head filters, and clear grass that crept over the top caps.



® Check electrical components by activating zones from the controller and then from the valve solenoids. If a

zone runs from the valve but not the controller, suspect wiring or a controller port.

® Program the controller for spring conditions, often short runtimes with deeper intervals. Test the rain or soil

moisture sensor by triggering it and verifying that the controller suspends watering.

That list covers the core moves, but watch the details. Spray heads should sit level with the soil, not sunken into a
thatch pocket. Rotors must retract smoothly, and their risers should not wobble at the seal. A slow drip at a union
or a valve's bonnet seal is a sign to replace an O-ring now, not in June. For drip zones, flush the lines. Open an
end cap and let water run until it flows clear, then clean or replace the Y-filter cartridge. If your system uses
pressure-regulating heads or PRS stems, confirm they are actually maintaining regulated pressure by watching

the spray for fine mist. Mist means you are too high; swap a regulator or investigate upstream pressure.

One more spring note: backflow testing. In many cities and water districts, the backflow preventer must be tested
annually by a certified tester. Schedule this early, often around the same week you turn on irrigation water. It is

cheaper than fines and protects your drinking water from contaminants that could be pulled back into the main.

Tuning coverage before grass wakes up fully

As soil heats and plants resume growth, patterns that looked fine during dormancy turn into patchy color. | walk
zones in late spring with a small screwdriver and a few nozzles in my pocket. The goal is uniform precipitation,
not maximum throw. If you have mixed nozzles in a zone, replace them with matched precipitation models that
deliver water at the same rate regardless of arc. A 90 degree nozzle should not put down water four times as fast
as a 360 degree neighbor, but that is exactly what happens with many off-the-shelf assortments if you do not

match them.

Head spacing also matters. For sprays, spacing should be head-to-head, meaning each head throws water to the
next. If you see scallops of grass that green up and then fade near the outer half of the radius, you likely need to
adjust the nozzle or swap it for the correct radius model. For rotors, check that the arc is set so you are not
watering sidewalks. | have cut slip hazards in half simply by tightening arcs and adding a short cycle in the early
morning instead of running a single long cycle at dawn.

While you are tuning, set expectations. Lawns on slopes almost always benefit from cycle-and-soak
programming. Rather than watering for 15 minutes straight and watching it sheet into the gutter, water in three
short cycles of 5 minutes each with 20 minutes of soak time in between. On clay soils, even shorter cycles may be

necessary.

Summer care when heat exposes every weakness

Hot weather multiplies small problems. A head that is a half inch low in April becomes a mud crater in July. A
valve that closes slowly becomes a water hammer event that shakes couplings loose. The best summer

maintenance is watchful and regular, even if you only have 20 minutes each week.

| like to use plant health as the first sensor. Footprint persistence on turf tells you about moisture at the crown. If
you step on the lawn in afternoon heat and the footprint remains for several minutes, water is not reaching the
roots consistently. That could be scheduling, but it is often a coverage flaw. Hot spots that appear in crescents or
circles usually point to blocked or tilted heads. Hot spots that track a straight line often mean a lateral is crushed
or kinked.

If your water provider publishes pressure ranges or enforces watering windows, keep a copy handy. Municipal

pressure can vary by time of day. If spray heads look perfect at 5 a.m. And mist at 6:30 a.m., you might be seeing



a morning pressure surge. Pressure-regulating heads or a zone regulator can pay for themselves fast in these

conditions.

Leaks as small as one gallon per minute, roughly a fast trickle, can add 1,400 gallons per day across a busy
schedule. A simple early-morning walk can save that water. Look for brighter green arcs or subtle pooling near
sidewalk edges, which often means a lateral leak just below the surface. If you suspect a hidden leak, use your
water meter. With all fixtures off in the house, run irrigation and look at the meter’s small leak indicator. If it spins

even when irrigation is supposed to be off between cycles, you likely have a valve not sealing or a lateral break.

Electrical issues become more visible in summer as valve coils heat. A weak solenoid may fail after repeated
cycles in hot conditions. If a zone does not come on in the afternoon but works in the morning, suspect a coil
that is close to failing. Have a few spare solenoids compatible with your valves. They are inexpensive and save an

emergency call.

Keep drip systems clean when dust and organic matter overwhelm filters. Replace screens if they gray over or feel
sticky. Drip is excellent in heat because it waters roots and keeps foliage dry, reducing disease pressure. It also
has very low application rates that play well with drought restrictions. If you are considering upgrades, converting

narrow strips and shrub beds to drip usually yields the fastest payback in summer.

A mid-season performance audit that fits in an hour

Formal audits with catch cups and distribution uniformity calculations are invaluable, but you can mimic the
essentials with a dozen short yogurt containers and a ruler. Place the containers in a grid across a zone, then run
the zone for a set time, say 10 minutes. Measure the water in each container. You want consistent depths, not
highs and lows, and you should be able to adjust arcs or swap a nozzle to tighten the spread. If you find that the
outer containers are always low, add or adjust heads at the perimeter. If the corner is always high, you may be
overwatering quarter-circle heads or need to reduce runtime for that zone, splitting it off if mixed with other

head types.

Take a photo of your grid and write the measured numbers on the photo. Repeat this mid-summer and next year
in spring. You will learn more from these two small audits than from a dozen guesses about why a lawn looks off

color.

Preparing the system for fall

As days shorten and nights cool, plants change their demand for water. Cool season grasses often surge in
growth, while warm season turf slows, and woody plants begin to shift energy to roots. This is the moment to

take water away, slowly, because saturation in cooler soils promotes shallow rooting and disease.

Lower runtimes in steps over a few weeks. If a lawn was running three cycles of five minutes each in July, move to
two cycles in early September, then one cycle by late month if rainfall cooperates. Real rain counts more than

forecasted rain. A one inch storm across a week can replace multiple cycles, especially on loam or clay.

Fall is also the time sprinkler installation offered to pair cultural practices with irrigation. If you aerate a lawn
and overseed, keep the seedbed consistently moist but not sodden. Short, frequent cycles help during
germination, and then you can reduce frequency and extend runtime as seedlings establish. This is one of the few
times of year where brief midday cycles make sense, particularly on sunny days with low humidity that crust the

top layer. As soon as seed germinates, return to morning cycles to deter disease.
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Deep clean while temperatures are pleasant. Unscrew nozzles and rinse out grit. If you have check-valve heads on
slopes, confirm they still hold water in the lateral after the zone shuts off to prevent low-head drainage. If
puddles persist downslope after watering, replace those check valves or swap the entire stem for a PRS with a
check feature. Inspect valve boxes for roots and ants. Ant colonies love the warmth of valve coils and can foul
electrical connections. Clear them and use a small amount of ant bait around, not inside, the box if needed.

Most importantly, start thinking about winter. If you live in a climate that freezes hard, aim to shut down before
the first prolonged hard freeze. If your region only sees occasional light frost, you may not need full winterization,

but you still want to protect exposed components and drop runtimes to match plant dormancy.

Safe, thorough winterization

Proper winterization prevents cracked valves, split laterals, and shattered backflow housings. | have seen the
aftermath of an unblown system in a cold snap, and the repair costs easily outsized the cost of doing the job
right by a factor of ten. Whether you hire a pro or do it yourself, respect the physics: water expands when it

freezes, and ice forms first in narrow spots like nipples and heads.
Here is a safe, disciplined process for a blowout in freeze-prone regions.

e Shut off the irrigation water at the main isolation valve, then open a drain or test cock on the backflow

preventer to relieve pressure and allow air in.

® Connect an air compressor to the system through a proper fitting at the blowout port, often a quick-coupler
or a threaded plug near the manifold. Keep compressor pressure controlled, typically 40 to 60 psi for

residential systems, lower for drip.

¢ Cycle through zones one at a time from the controller, blowing air until only a fine mist escapes and heads
stop spitting water. Do not exceed two minutes per zone at a time to avoid overheating seals, and repeat

cycles rather than forcing a single long blast.

® Open manual drains and test cocks in the backflow preventer fully once all zones are clear, and leave

isolation ball valves at a 45 degree angle for winter to keep water from trapping at seals.

* Unplug the controller or set it to an off or rain mode that preserves programming, and remove batteries from

wireless sensors to prevent slow drain during long cold periods.

Regions with mild winters follow a different script. Full blowouts may be unnecessary, but drained backflows and

insulated above-grade piping can still save you from a December cold snap. In coastal areas where lows might



flirt with freezing a few nights per year, cover exposed assemblies with breathable insulation covers and turn
water off during those nights. Never wrap plastic direct to a backflow; condensation trapped under plastic can

corrode brass and fasteners over time.

Common sprinkler repair scenarios, and how to decide between DIY
and a pro

Not every problem requires a technician. With basic tools, you can handle a good share of sprinkler repair tasks
and keep a preferred pro for the complex work. Nothing builds confidence like replacing a broken spray head,

then watching your lawn perk up in a day.

A broken spray or rotor is straightforward. Dig a neat circle around the head, expose the fitting, unscrew the old
head, clean the threads, and screw on the new head at the correct height. If the fitting spins, hold the lateral
gently with a hand to avoid cracking it. Use the same make or a compatible model to keep consistent
performance. Set the arc and radius while the zone runs to see coverage. Carry a handful of swing joints for

repairs around driveways or tight spots; they resist damage better than rigid risers.

Stuck valves present differently. A zone that runs continuously, even with the controller off, often points to debris
in the valve diaphragm or a torn diaphragm. Turn water off, disassemble the valve bonnet, clean or replace the
diaphragm, and reassemble. Take a photo before you remove parts; spring and diaphragm orientation matters. If
a zone will not come on, test the solenoid with a multimeter. A typical good coil reads 20 to 60 ohms depending
on model. If it reads open or short, replace it. When splicing wires, use waterproof gel-filled wire nuts or heat-
shrink connectors rated for direct burial. | have dug up too many wire bundles twisted together with standard
wire nuts, turned green with corrosion, and sitting in a puddle. Five minutes with the right connector can spare

you hours of chasing intermittent faults next summer.

Backflow problems warrant caution. If a reduced pressure zone device drips steadily from the relief port, a check
valve may be fouled. You can sometimes clear debris by cycling the test cocks, but any disassembly should follow
the manufacturer’s instructions, and in some jurisdictions, only licensed testers can service these assemblies. It is

worth building a relationship with a certified tester. They can keep you compliant and catch early wear.

Breaks in laterals or mainlines are the messiest repairs. If a shovel sinks too easily in a straight line or the soil
squishes underfoot, dig to find the leak. Saddle clamps and proper slip repairs work better than quick barbed

couplers in polyethylene, particularly in cold regions where freeze-thaw cycles flex lines.

If you find yourself returning to the same failure point within one season, step back. It might be time to redesign

a section, which leads directly to the question of when to consider changes to the system itself.

When sprinkler installation changes pay off

| meet plenty of homeowners who hesitate to rework zones because of upfront cost. Fair enough. Yet a few
installation changes pay back faster than expected, especially where water is expensive or pressure is

inconsistent.

Converting narrow turf strips along driveways and sidewalks to drip or sub-surface drip saves water and
eliminates overspray onto pavement. Replacing a mixed zone of sprays and rotors with two properly matched
zones balances runtime and stops chronic dry or wet patches. Upgrading to a modern smart controller with
weather-based adjustments can reduce water use by 10 to 30 percent in many climates, particularly if your old
schedule never changes. Add a flow sensor paired with a master valve, and the system can detect breaks in real

time and shut water off, which is priceless if a lateral bursts during a weekend trip.



Pressure regulation often gets overlooked in original sprinkler installation work because everything looks fine on
day one. But if static pressure at the house is 80 psi and your heads want 40 psi, you are misting water away and
burning through seals. A zone pressure regulator or PRS heads convert that energy into even, heavier droplets
that land on soil instead of misting into the street.

Sometimes the best upgrade is not hardware but a small redesign. Splitting a zone that waters sunny turf and a
shaded bed can let you cut bed water by half without starving the lawn. As a rule of thumb, if your runtime for a
mixed zone is a compromise that leaves something unhappy, you are paying for that compromise in water, plant

health, or both. A small investment in targeted sprinkler installation changes can fix it.

Water budgeting, rules, and the value of local knowledge

Every region has its own watering rules. Some impose day-of-week schedules, others push odd-even addresses,
and more districts are adopting seasonal budgets tied to evapotranspiration. Take those rules seriously. Irrigation
is often the largest discretionary use of water on a property, and fines add up. Luckily, tuning your system to
meet rules often aligns with good horticulture. Early morning cycles reduce evaporation. Deeper, less frequent

watering builds roots. Fixing overspray keeps hardscape dry and avoids runoff violations.

If you have a landscaper or irrigation pro, ask for a seasonal plan that shows expected runtimes by month and a
contact protocol if they see a leak or break. If you manage your system yourself, set reminders on your calendar
to adjust schedules at least four times per year. The best schedule in April will waste water by the second week of
May.

A small, sensible toolkit for quicker fixes

You do not need a truck’s worth of equipment. A compact kit can handle most maintenance and small sprinkler
repair jobs. Keep a flathead screwdriver, a nozzle adjustment tool that fits your brand, a pair of hand pruners for
cutting sod around heads, a small shovel, channel-lock pliers, Teflon tape, three spare sprays, one spare rotor, a
few matched precipitation nozzles in common arcs, a couple of swing joints, waterproof wire connectors, spare
valve solenoids, and a replacement diaphragm kit for your valves. Toss in a roll of flagging tape to mark heads

you want to adjust later. That bag in your garage will shave hours off your next weekend round.

Troubleshooting cues you can trust

Over time, you will develop a sense for what is normal and what is not. Two examples from the field help
illustrate the kinds of cues | rely on.

At one site, a thin line of darker green turf tracked the edge of a sidewalk near a zone with sprays. The pressure
looked fine, and heads retracted cleanly, yet the strip stayed soggy. The give-away was the sheen on the sidewalk
30 minutes after a cycle ended. A check valve in a low head had failed, and water from the higher heads in the
zone was draining through it after shutoff, a classic case of low-head drainage. A swap to a check-valve stem

solved it.

At another, a shrub bed browned in patches while drip emitters seemed to run normally. The filter screen was
clean, but a pressure reducer upstream had clogged with mineral scale, starving half the bed. A new reducer and
a flush of the lines restored flow. Since then, the client replaces that reducer every few years rather than chasing

symptoms.

Pay attention to small patterns like these. Grass that greens faster at the outer radius of a rotor may mean arcs

are too wide or heads spaced too far apart. A valve box with constant condensation and humming even when off



suggests a solenoid failing or voltage leakage. A controller that resets at random points to a short in the field

wires or a power issue at the outlet. Your eyes and ears are often better sensors than any add-on.

The payoff for steady habits

A sprinkler system becomes a quiet ally when it is tuned to the site and maintained with a light but regular touch.
Seasonal routines prevent costly calls, hold water bills steady, and Get more info keep landscapes vigorous
through weather swings. If you do a measured startup in spring, adjust for growth as temperatures climb, guard
against waste in summer, step down thoughtfully in fall, and protect the system in winter, you will avoid the

expensive curveballs that show up on neglected properties.

Whether you handle the work yourself or keep a pro on call, approach each season with a short checklist and a
willingness to adapt. Question odd patterns, be stingy with water in the right ways, and invest in upgrades that
solve root causes rather than temporary symptoms. Over a year or two, those choices show up everywhere you
look, from the feel of the turf underfoot to the lack of surprise charges on your utility bill. That is the real measure

of effective sprinkler maintenance.
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