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With off-site weather stntinns.

ET Water Systems, (800) 4303+
3400, www.etwater.com

HydroPeint-WeatherTRAK, -
+(800) 362-8774,
www.weathertrak.com.
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tiritrol, (800) 634-8873,
www.irritrol.com -

Tore, (800) 664-4740,
www.toro.com

RainMaster,
(800) 777-1477,
www.rainmaster.com.
RainMaster also makes

controllers with on-site gtations. |
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With on-site weather stations:

fiqua Conserve, (877) 922-2782, '

www.aquaconserve.com

Hunter, (800) 733-2823,
www.hunterindustries.com

Veathermatic, (888) 484-3776,

www.smartline.com .
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By Jillian Steinberger
SriciAL TO THE CHRONICLE

Plants haven’t been genetically

_engineered (yel) to think like hu-

mans, but a new generation. of

smmt”’_ irrigation. controllers is

thinking for them — and for us.
These - high-efficiency systems

‘can be heroes in the garden. Ac-

cording to WaterSense, an Fnvi-

' ronmental, Protection Agency wa-
_program,  as

ter-congervation
much as 70 percent of a home’s to-
tal water use during the dry season
may goto landscape irrigation, and
some- experts estimate that more

_:than'S0 percent of landscape water
is-wasted because. of -evaporation;

wind or overivatering.
“Srnart controllers can have a

- large impact on making every drop

of irtigation count toward keeping
your ‘landscape  well-watered,
healthy and beautiful;” says Lyll«
thia Havstad, program manager at
Stopwaste.org.

Smart controllers work by deliv-
ering the right amiount of water to

~plants, creating he lhhxcr growing
.conditions with improved plant

performance, plus [ewer pests and
discases. Alter installation, home-

“owners can sce a 30 to 40 percent
* drop in landscape water use — and

lower bills.
Reduced water also means less
maintenance because of fewer

‘weeds and less pruning. Another

benefit is less runoff;, which can
leak fertilizers, petrocheinical resi-

dues and other pollutants into lhe)

bay.

‘How they work

Traditional timers turn water on
and .off based on a programmed
schedule that changes only when
manually adjusted. If a homeown-
er or gardener forgets-to turn off

-the irrigation in winter, it kicks in
even ifit’s

raining. ‘

Smart - controllers  self-adjust
and recalculate how much and
wlere and when lo water based on
a plant’s evapotranspiration rate,

or T, wudl considers. environ-
mcmdl factors like weather ,(mm,.
dreeze, -wind, lempcrarure .eted),

p]ant type, S()l} type; slope, sun ex-

“posuresandiroot: deptli So if the

rains fail in March, the system kicks
in, but if it’s pouring in July, it dis-
continues water until conditions
change — without somuch asa toc
wiggle from you or your gardener.
Award-winning landscape ar-
chitect Michael Thilgen, co-ownetr

of Four Dimensions Landscape in

Oakland  (www.fourdimensions
landscape.com),  recommends
smart controllers to “his clients.
“Gardeners will learn to love the
new smarl systems because they

take so much of the 0ueswvork out.

of programming a controller, and
it saves a lot of water and lime in re-
programming,” he says.

Which unit to huy?

Some homeowners can retrofit
their old “unintelligent” unit,
thereby saving money. ,

Ifor those shopping [rom
scrateh, Jon Bauer, Iast Bay Mu-
nicipal Utility District water con-
servalionist, advises: “It is a good
idca for consumers to consider the
different features olfered by the
various products on the market.

~ The choice between having an on-

site weather station versus an. off-
site subscription weather service
scems like a pretty fundamental
difference, but the real difference
is in what features the product of-
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the weather control the water
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fers, whatit does with that weather
data, and how well the customer
understands how it works. Above
all” he adds, “it is nol so much
aboul the controller as how well it
is programmed.” .

Models .with on-site weather
monitors are popular because Lhey
.gather climate data specific to a
site’s nncxodunate without sub
scnpnon fees: .

-Rated a Best. 1 uy by Qonsurimn S

: Dlgust Wedlhumam which uses

on-sile weather sensing, has a rep-
utation for excellence -and out-
standing technical support. The
company’s SimartLine 800 is also
relatively affordable at $99, for a
controller with four. zones, and
$199, for an cffective yet compact
weather station the size of a soda
can. Additional water stations cost
$25 for two-zone modules.

Says garden manager Kerry
Harvey: “We installed a Weather-
matic in one of designer Harland
Hand’s. historic gardens last year,
and it has made a big difference in
the amount of water that was being
used. You can program slope, soil,
ete. Is incredibly configurable for
each watering zone, and EBMUD

gave us a rebate, which made it a
veryattraclive dv al.”

Other models communicate
with off-site weather stations. Peta-
luma’s HydroPoinl Data Systems

offers WeatherTRAK ET  Plus,
which uses advanced climatologic
modeling techniques developed at
Penn State, and draws weather data
from more than 14,000 stations, in-
cluding.the National Oceanic and
Atmosphcric Administration’s net-

work. A six-station unit costs %509'

plus a subscription [ee.

HydroPoint shares Weather-
TRAKtechnology with partner To-
ro, an international supplicr of

:Whem e find smart &mn'&mﬁﬁe@m

drought lolcranl plantmq - (‘dh ornia na- -

~ward eventually mandating self-

ch doVolopment«* in the garden,
he opposﬂc\ path Lo achlove snmllar

i and Medlterranoc\n planta lsko

landscape products that also man-
wactures controllers under subsid-
iary Iiritrol. Tore’s Intelli-Sense
and lrritrol’s SmartDial are each
priced at about $230 for six stations
plus a subscription fee. All three
feature an eight-wecek scheduling

window for infrequent watering of =~

low-waler plants, such as Califor-
i natives.

Corte Madera’s I'T Water Sys-
tems received the Wall Street Jour-

 nal’s Technology Innovation Award. -

for its controllers, which are man-

aged via the Web. These will appeal -

to Internet-savvy [olks, to those who
get frustrated with the knobs and
buttons on a box, and to customers
managing multiple propcrlim such
as distant vacation homes, since it’s

unnecessary to travel to lhc site to @

program changes. Ior that reason,
[T Waler appeals to large facilities:
the UC Berkeley Botanical Garden,
Cisco, Adobe Systems, Bayer and
Autodesk are among its clients. BT
Water’s residential model staris at
about $400 for eight stations plus a
subscription fec for weather data
drawn from more than 8,000
WeatherBug stations, which sit atop
schools and government buildings.

A nmiust for the future

By 2010, smart controllers could
be legally required, along with oth-
er water-efficiency measures. Wa-
ler agencics are encouraging their
adoption by offering significant re-
bates. Says EBMUD’s Bauer, “I'he
regulalory trend scems to be to-

adjusting controllers.”

Jillian Steinberger operates the
Garden Artisan, a Bay Area
desion-build company with a
focus on ecology. [i-mail her at

“home@sfchronicle.con.
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