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Guide to Irrigation Systems 

Lawn irrigation doesn’t only keep your grass green and shrubs 
healthy, it may even reduce your water usage. A well-designed 
system can put the water where it’s needed and stop the flow 
when the area has had enough.

Lawn Irrigation Systems: The Basics

The most common type of lawn irrigation system consists of a 
series of underground pipes that move water to all parts of your 
yard that have greenery. The pipes are buried deep enough 
that you don’t have to worry about hitting them while mowing. 
Having the system drained before winter arrives means that 
freezing shouldn’t be an issue.

Installation is DIY-friendly, but you may want to consult with 
a landscape contractor about sprinkler head placement. 
Depending on the size of your yard, the irrigation system is 

normally divided into zones. A typical installation might include 
zones for the front, back, and side yards with a separate zone for 
shrubbery beds.

Watering times are controlled by a timer that may be located 
in the garage, at the back porch, or in a utility room. The timer 
allows you to designate the time of day the yard is to be watered 
and how long each zone runs -- you can even set it up to water 
on alternating days if your yard has been receiving a fair amount 
of rain.

Irrigation Sprinkler Heads

Just as important as getting water to your yard is the type of 
sprinkler head you use at each zone. Here are some of the most 
common types and the locations where they can do the most 
good:
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1. Pop-up rotor heads. These heads pop up when the zone 
is activated and rotate 360 degrees spraying water. They 
can put water out up to about 35 feet, but the distance can 
be adjusted down as needed. The spray radius can also be 
modified to prevent watering your driveway or neighbor’s 
yard. Pop-up rotor heads are ideal for large expanses of 
lawn.

2. Pop-up spray heads. These are similar to rotor heads in 
that they pop up when the zone is activated, but the spray 
is much finer and they don’t rotate. The water can come out 
in a 360 radius or can be directed to a particular area. These 
sprinkler heads are normally used around small shrubs and in 
flower beds where a strong stream of water could damage 
the plants.

3. Drip irrigation. This is considered the most efficient type 
of irrigation line as it allows water to drip into the ground 
exactly where it’s needed. If you have a tree or shrub that 
doesn’t seem to be getting enough water, consider installing 
a drip line over its root system.

4. Impact sprinklers. These are the best choice for large 
sections of your yard that you want to keep green. They 
rotate and can spray water out as far as 45 feet. The heads 
are suited for placement at your property lines with the 
radius arc adjusted to spray back toward your home.

Most yard irrigation systems require a little fine tuning during the 
first several weeks after installation. Adjust sprinkler head sprays 
to avoid watering parts of your yard twice and missing other 
areas.

Inspect your grass after several weeks to see which zones might 
need a little irrigation time adjustment -- add more time if the 
grass is closer to yellow than green and cut it back if water is 
ponding. One feature you should make sure your system has is a 
rain sensor. This handy device attaches to a gutter and overrides 
the irrigation system if it’s about to come on during a rainy time.


