County Chipping In For Irrigation Research
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TAMPA - Triggered by computerized timers, sprinklers rain on lawns throughout the Tampa Bay area - whether the lawns need a drink or not. 

New technology could bring such water waste to an end. 

Hillsborough County officials are so convinced, they are spending $500,000 on a three- year research project to test high-tech irrigation systems for the first time on the East Coast. The systems use real weather data and only activate when lawns need water. 

``We've been under water restrictions for 15 years now, and there's always been criticism that there has to be a better way,'' said Norm Davis, the county's water conservation manager. ``These systems monitor weather conditions and are programmed to operate only when irrigation is needed.'' 

The county's utility officials are finishing negotiations with the University of Florida's Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences and expect to present a contract to Hillsborough County commissioners in April. The study could get under way by summer. 

``Up to 50 percent of our water bill is for outside irrigation, which is huge in Florida,'' said Chris Dewey, who works with builders through the Florida Yards and Neighborhoods program in Pasco County. ``And 50 percent of that is wasted'' because lawns are over-watered. 

Homeowners can spend about $300 more to have the new computerized system installed in their yards and save $4,500 over the life of the irrigation system, Dewey said. A traditional timer irrigation system would cost a builder about $1,000 for the average new home site. 

Water used for outside irrigation could be cut in half with a computerized system, Dewey said. 

``This has the greatest potential to save water of any technology out there,'' he said, adding that every major irrigation equipment manufacturer now has a system designed to use the new technology for residential use. 

Smart Technology 

The ``smart controllers'' rely on pagers or satellites that report what the ``evapotranspiration'' rate was the day before. Evapotranspiration rates are the amount of water plants absorb and release on a given day. 

Unlike a typical timer system, the computerized system does not turn on and off at a set day and time. Sprinklers are activated only when the weather data shows the lawn needs water. 

``We see the potential because it's working well in California,'' said Michael Dukes, an assistant professor at UF who will head the research project. The computer irrigation systems in California have been tested and are in limited use by homeowners. 

In the first year of the study, a controlled group of landscape plants will be cultivated at the university's new Gulf Coast Research and Education Center in Balm. The plots will have 65 percent turf grass and 35 percent ornamental plants. 

``The question is, what will work in Florida?'' said Dukes, an irrigation expert. He will work with plant expert Sudeep Vyapari, an assistant professor at UF's satellite campus in Plant City, and Grady Miller, a UF professor who specializes in turf grass. 

Phase one of the research will determine which three of several types of computer irrigation controllers work best under Florida's weather conditions, based on how easy they are to use, customer support and water savings. Those three will be put to the test in real residential landscapes. 

``We will recruit 40 cooperators in two or three distinct areas of Hillsborough County,'' Dukes said. ``We'll look through water records and look for homes on the high end of water use.'' 

How Research Works 

Half of those participating will continue to irrigate as they have in the past while the others use the smart controllers, Dukes said. Participants won't be charged for equipment or installation. 

In addition to monitoring water use, scientists will watch how the new systems affect landscape quality, Dukes said. 

Research in California has shown the new systems can save an average of 16 percent in outdoor water use. That number goes up when the research targets people who use the most water to irrigate. 

County officials hope the project will show that using the more efficient watering systems could eliminate the need for once-a-week lawn watering restrictions. 

So does Hugh Gramling, a spokesman for Tampa area nurseries and landscaping operations. He said if the new technology does what manufacturers claim, it could mean the end of water restrictions . 

Reporter Yvette C. Hammett can be reached at (813) 657-4532.
