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]~etting the weather control the water 

C~Bm~Dte-b~~scrd1 13)' Jillian Steinberger 

S PECIAJ.. TO 'I'll E eu I/.ONleL!': ·cmltroUe~s:" "~ 
With off-site weather stati.!lI1s: Plantsl~aveli't been genet.ically 

· ,engineered .(yet) td 'think likc 'hu"
~? ;;i:::~;'::-;-""'''"::-: " .~~~: ." :;>.~·T.':f·-~\ 
._ ~••'~~~~t..'4~'" ..:.: 1-' . mans, bl~t . ? n.ewgeneratlOll . ~f~;rjt~~~~.$~: '.c·: }:. "smart" .·lrngatlOll controllers , IS 

thinking forth ern - and for liS. .."..

\) ' '~ ,:<;5:; 
. These . high-efficiency systems 

~.~~ can be heroes in tile garden. Ac-
H Waler Systems, (800) 4313. , cording to WaterSense, an Envi ~ 

. 3400, www.etwater.com · rOllmental,pJ:otectlOn Agency WCl-
ter-COllservatlOll program, as 
.. I ;' 70 ' ., .. 't ( f, I . , t· )_

l1lUC 1 cIS .pelCel1 ) d lome s < 
tal water lise during the cl~y season 
may go to landsca f)e irrigation, and 
some experts estnm\te that tnNe 
~han '50 percent of Ia~1dscapc \Va;er 

-.is ·wasted because of eva poration; 

WiJ~c~I~~~~.t;:;~~~;~~~~ Can .have a 
. . . ' Ii1I [11'0 Po i11 t-V\Ieath erTRAM.; large Impact on rnakmg every drop 

, (800) 362-8774" oJ inigalion cOLlnt towiml keeping
www. weathertrak. i:;orn . ,,".. your lanc\s.cape well-watered, 

he.althy and beautiful,'" says Cyn­
tllJa Havstad, program ,manager at 
Stopwaste.org, .. . . 

Smart controllers work by deliv­
edng the rig.hl an'ioull~ oJ wate~' to 

•.~~~~~ttl~~~~at~~~hh~~~~\;:lb;,;~ro;~~~~ 
perf~rn:'ance,plu~ fe~'~r pests and 

·dlsc,[ses. 1.\Jtel llls3ta()llt<1tl·411, hOllle-tInitml, (800) 634 ~8873, own ers can see a 0 
00 percell 
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l.\(~duced water also means less 

rnallltenance becau~e of fewer 
•weeds. a~ld less pruntllg. 0J1otber 
bCl.leflt IS. less runoff, ;.wh,Jch ean 

., leak fertlll'z,ers, petrochei1Ucal resl­
.... dues and other pollutants into the ~ 

baY . 

How they work 
lora, (800) 664-4740, 

Traditional timers turn waler on www.toro.com 
,Uldoff based on aprogramrned 
schedliJe that changes oilly when 
manually aclidsted. If a homeown­
er 01' gardener forgets to tum off 
the irrigation in winter,.it kicks in 

·even if it's raining. 
.:;.:. .Smart controllers self-adjust 

and recalculate how mllch and 
where and when to water based on 

~, a plant'~ evapotranspiration rate,
RainlViaster, ·or E'I', which considers. cnviron­(800) 777-1477, 

www.rainmaster.com. mental [acto;'s Jikeweather. (rain, 
RainMaster also makes Jreeze,wind, ten1.per~ture, . etc.), 

cont(ollers with on-s ite,c;;Jations. . , plant tYIJ,C, sbi]IYPQ;slope, su:nex­
, i,, ': .'li' ·;)Osltre l<tt\t!!9·oot.depth; So jf the ; 

; 1~),P.l~ ilc~l~l scape wa er use - cIl1C ·:. (,)~~~·{g?Ll r 9irhensi6ns' Mi¢hael Thilg0nexplaiils, perha[lS COUll' > 

\/\lith on-site weather stations: 

Allua COIISeI'Ve, (877) 922'2'782 
,www.aquaconserve.com 

!~untl!r, (800) 733-2823, 
www.hunl~rindustries.c()m 

l\IeaUmnnatic, (888) 484'3776, 
www.smartline.com '. . 

:ains fa~l i?\March, tJl~system.kic~<s 
Ill, but If It S [Jounng 111 July, JldlS­
continues water Lml~l conditions 
change - without so mueh as a toe 
wig~;le from you or your gardener. 

AwardAvinniilg landscape ar­
chitect t-Aichael Thilgen, co-ownel 
of Four Dimensions Landscape in 
Oakland (Www.foLLrdirhensions 
landscape. com), recommends 
SlTlart controllers to 'his clients. 
"Gardeners will learn to love the 
new srnart systems because they 
take so much of the guessv,;ork out 
of prograrnming a controller, anC! 
it saves a lot of water and lime in re­
progrcnnming," he says. 

Which unit to buy? 
Some homeowners can retrofit 

their .old "unintelligent" unit, 
thereby saving money. 

For those shopping fro;n 
scratch, Jon Bauer, East Bay Mu­
nicipaJ 1) tility District water COll­

servatiollist, advises: "It is a good 
idea for consumers to consider the 
clifferent features offered by the 
varioLls products 011 the market. 
The choice between having an 011­

site weather stali011 versus an off.­
site subscription weather service 
seems like a pretty fundamental 
difference, but the real difference 
is in what features the product of­

{ ;" o 
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fers, what'it does with thaI weat.her 
dala, an.c\ how well tile cllslorllci 
understands how it works. Abo\'e 
all," he~lclJs, ~ Cit is nol so much 
ab?utthe controller as how well it 
is programmed." . 

Models .lvith on-site weather 
monitors are popular beca use they 
gather dirnate data specific to a 
·site's microclimate: without ' Sllb­
scriptionJees; ':, .. : ..' 
.' ..l\ated ,) Best .Buy by Consumers 
'. Digest, y.;eatliermatic:;, which.uses 
on-.sitewe<ltlid sensing, has a rep­
utation for excellence and out ­
standing technical support. The 
company's Si'nartLine 800 is also 
relatively affordable at $99, for a 
controller witl] four zones, and 
$] 99, for an effective yet cornpact 
weather station the size of a socia 
can. Additional water ~itati.oI1 .~ cost 
$25 for two-zone modules. 

Says garden manager Kerry 
Harvey: "We installed a Weather­
matic in one of designer HarIa('ld 
Halld'shistoric gardens last year, 
and it has made a big difference in 
the amount of water that was being 
used. You can program slope, soil, 
etc. It's incredibly configurable for 
each watering zone, and \;:BMUD 
gave LIS a rebate, which made it a 
very attractive deal." 

Other rnodels cOIllmunicate 
with off-site weather stations. Peta­
luma's HydroPoint Data Systems 

.offers WeatilerTI'ZAKEl' PIllS, 
which uses advanced c1imalologic 
modeling techniques developed at 
Penn State, and draws weather data 
(WIn more than 14,000 stations, in­
c1udi'ng .the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration's nct­
work A six-station unit costs $50<) ' 
plus a subscription fee. 

HydroPoint shares Wealhcr­
TRAK technolbgywith pa rtner To. 
ro, an internatioIl<~lsqpplier of 

:. . .' .••• .• . 

landscape products that also man ­
ufactllres controllers lInder subsid­
iary rrritrol. Toro's [nlclli-Scnse 
and Irritrol's SrnartDial nrc each 
priced atabout $230 for six stations 
Jllus a subscription fce. All three 
£Catllre an eight-wecl< scheduling 
window for infrequent watering of' " 
lowcwai.er plants, such as Califor­
nia nillives. 

Corte lVladcra's ET Water Sys­
lemsreceivcd the Wall Street Jour­
narsTecllJl l)l~)gy Innovation Awmd ·· 
for Us controllers, wllicll are InaJl­
aged via the Web.T'hcse will appeal 
to Internet-savvy folks, to those wilo 
get frustrated wilh the knobs and 
b~IU()ns on a box, and to customers 
managing mu ltiple properties slIch 
as distant vacatioll hornes, since it's 
unnecessary to travel to the site to 
prograrn changes. For that reason, 
Li~r Water appeals to large facilities: 
the UC Berkeley Botanical Carden, 
Cisco, Adobe Systems, Hayer and 
Autodesk ine among ils clients. ET 
Water's residential model starts al 
about $400 for eight stations plus a 
subscription fce for weather data 
drawn from rnore than 8,000 
WcathcrBllgslations, which sit atop 
schools and governnlCnl iJuildings. 

A must fOl' the futme 


By 20] 0, srnart controllers COllie! 

be legally requircd,aiong witl! oll:· 

er wirter-efficiency rneaSll res. 'N<I ­

tel' agencic's are encouraging Iheir 

aduption by offcring signi ficall! re ­

bates. Says EBMUD's Bauer, "The 

regulatory trend sc~ms to be to­

ward eventually mandating sc!f­

adjusting con trollers." 


Jilliml Steinberger operates the 
Cardell Artisan, (/ B(l}' Area 
clesign·build company willi a ",~ 

focus on ecology. E·mail her at 
.ftomc@sfchronicle.colll. 
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