Deep Southwest Gardening by Bill Cook, Arizona Master Gardener

The New Year in the Garden: Part Two of a Three-part Series
Last time we talked about preparing your soil for the coming year’s plantings. If you missed that column, see the link at the bottom. Now it’s time to decide how you are going to water your garden. In this column we’ll cover common methods from most water-efficient to least water-efficient.

Drip or soaker hose systems are the most advantageous methods—they use less water, they reduce weeds, there’s no waiting for the rows to dry out before you go into your garden to pick. And drip or soaker hose keep your foliage dry, which will cut down on fungus diseases and other troubles.

If you need to order drip or soaker system parts, this is a good time to do it. You can save both time and water by installing a timer on the system. The drawback is initial expense, but over the months it will pay for itself.

A drip system consists of the following: an on-and-off valve, whether manual or automatic, a filter (don’t skip this part or you’ll be sorry later on), and a pressure regulator, which will depend on which type of system you use. A reputable nursery will be able to match the components of your system, so you put the right tinker with the right toy. Mismatched parts not only waste time, they waste water and money. 
Probably the most common method for irrigating is furrows—they’ve been around for millenia and they are the simplest and most direct approach. There are benefits: in the summer when it’s hot the furrows help to cool the root zone of the soil and help keep foliage dry. And they certainly cost less up front than a drip or soaker hose system. But furrows require more of your time over the growing season, and there’s no question that they use more water. They also can contribute to spoilage of vegetables lying in the mud. And then there is the waiting until the soil is dry before you go in and pick.
Another commonly used method is the sprinkler. It’s probably the easiest way to go, but you wind up with wet foliage problems and you lose a lot of water through evaporation. If you water at night to avoid evaporation, you’re asking for molds and fungus and powdery mildews. A sprinkler does help to knock off some pests. And when the weather is really hot, you can cool your plants off with a nice shower. 

Next time we’ll connect the dots between your irrigation plan and the layout of your garden.
You can read all of Bill Cook’s gardening articles at www.duncanarizona.net/farmersmarket. Or write to him at duncanfarmersmarket@yahoo.com.

