
How Often to Water Your Lawn in
Florida: A Complete Guide

Florida’s beautiful climate brings abundant sunshine, year-round warmth, and lush
landscapes. However, maintaining a healthy, vibrant lawn in the Sunshine State
presents unique challenges, particularly when it comes to irrigation. With our sandy
soils, intense humidity, and distinct wet and dry seasons, knowing exactly how often
to water your lawn in Florida is crucial for developing deep root systems and
preventing turf diseases. Proper watering practices not only keep your grass green but
also conserve our precious water resources and comply with local regulations.

Whether you are managing St. Augustine, Bahia, Zoysia, or Bermuda grass, the
principles of effective irrigation remain largely the same. In this comprehensive guide,
we will explore the deep and infrequent watering philosophy, the best time of day to
irrigate, how to calibrate your sprinkler system using the simple tuna can test, and how
to navigate local water management district restrictions. By understanding the specific
needs of your Florida lawn, you can cultivate a resilient landscape that thrives in our
subtropical environment.

The Deep and Infrequent Watering Philosophy

One of the most common mistakes Florida homeowners make is watering their lawns
too often for too short a duration. This practice encourages shallow root growth,
making the grass more susceptible to drought stress, pests, and diseases. Instead, the
University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) recommends
a “deep and infrequent” watering philosophy. This approach trains the grass roots to
grow deeper into the soil in search of moisture, resulting in a more robust and
drought-tolerant lawn.

When you do water, you should apply approximately three-quarters (3⁄4) to one (1) inch
of water per application. This amount is sufficient to wet the soil down to the root
zone, which is typically about six to eight inches deep. After a thorough watering, you
should wait until the lawn shows signs of moisture stress before watering again. This



wait period allows the soil to dry out slightly, which forces the roots to extend deeper
and prevents the waterlogging that can lead to fungal issues in our humid climate.

By adhering to the deep and infrequent watering method, you are not just providing
water; you are actively conditioning your lawn to survive the harsh Florida heat.
Shallow watering, on the other hand, keeps the roots near the surface where the soil
dries out fastest, creating a cycle of dependency where the lawn requires constant
irrigation to stay green.

The Best Time of Day to Water

Timing is everything when it comes to lawn irrigation in Florida. The absolute best
time of day to water your lawn is in the early morning hours, typically between 4:00 AM
and 8:00 AM. Watering during this window offers several significant advantages that
contribute to the overall health of your turf.

First, early morning temperatures are cooler, and winds are generally calmer. This
means less water is lost to evaporation, ensuring that the moisture you apply actually
reaches the soil and root system where it is needed most. Second, watering in the
morning washes away the dew that naturally forms on the grass blades overnight. Dew
can harbor fungal spores, and by rinsing it off, you reduce the likelihood of lawn
diseases.

Watering in the late afternoon or evening is highly discouraged in Florida. When you
water late in the day, the grass blades remain wet throughout the night. In our humid,
subtropical climate, prolonged leaf wetness creates the perfect breeding ground for
fungal diseases such as brown patch and take-all root rot. If you must water during the
day, try to do so before 10:00 AM to allow the sun plenty of time to dry the grass blades
before nightfall.

Calibrating Your Sprinkler System: The Tuna Can Test

Knowing that your lawn needs 3⁄4 to 1 inch of water is only half the battle; you also
need to know how long it takes your sprinkler system to deliver that exact amount.
Every irrigation system is different, and factors such as water pressure, sprinkler head
type, and spacing can drastically affect the application rate. To determine how long



you should run your sprinklers, you can perform a simple DIY calibration known as the
“tuna can test.”

To conduct this test, gather five to ten empty, straight-sided cans, such as tuna or cat
food cans. Place these cans randomly around one zone of your lawn, ensuring they are
all within the range of the sprinkler heads. Turn on that specific irrigation zone for
exactly 15 minutes. Once the time is up, use a ruler to measure the depth of the water
in each can.

Calculate the average depth by adding the measurements together and dividing by the

number of cans. For example, if the average depth after 15 minutes is 1⁄4 inch, you

know that it takes your system 15 minutes to apply 1⁄4 inch of water. Therefore, to

apply the recommended 3⁄4 inch, you would need to run that zone for 45 minutes.
Repeat this process for each zone in your yard, as the application rates can vary
significantly from one area to another. Calibrating your system ensures that you are
providing the perfect amount of water without wasting resources.

Navigating Local Water Management District
Restrictions

In Florida, water conservation is a critical priority, and irrigation practices are heavily
regulated by local water management districts. For residents in Palm Beach, Broward,
Martin, and St. Lucie counties, the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD)
sets the rules regarding when and how often you can water your lawn. These
restrictions are designed to protect the state’s water supply, particularly during the dry
season or times of drought.

Currently, the SFWMD generally limits landscape irrigation to two days a week, with
specific days assigned based on your address (odd or even numbers). Additionally,
watering is typically prohibited between the hours of 10:00 AM and 4:00 PM to
minimize evaporation losses. However, these rules can change based on current water
shortage conditions, so it is essential to stay informed about the latest regulations in
your specific county or municipality.

It is important to note that these restrictions represent the maximum allowed watering
days, not a recommendation for how often you should water. During the rainy season,
or when temperatures are cooler, your lawn may only need water once a week, or



perhaps not at all if rainfall is sufficient. Always let your lawn tell you when it needs
water, rather than relying solely on the calendar or the maximum allowed schedule.

Seasonal Adjustments for Florida Lawns

Florida’s climate is characterized by a distinct wet season (typically June through
October) and a dry season (November through May). Because of these dramatic shifts
in weather, your irrigation schedule cannot remain static throughout the year.
Adjusting your watering habits based on the season is crucial for maintaining a healthy
lawn and avoiding the pitfalls of overwatering.

During the summer wet season, Mother Nature often provides more than enough

water for your lawn. Daily afternoon thunderstorms can easily deliver the required 3⁄4

to 1 inch of water per week. During this time, you should turn your automatic sprinkler
system to the “off” or “manual” position and only run it if there has been a prolonged
dry spell. Continuing to run your sprinklers on a set schedule during the rainy season
will almost certainly lead to overwatering, shallow roots, and an increased risk of
disease.

Conversely, during the winter dry season, rainfall is scarce, and humidity levels drop.
However, cooler temperatures mean that the grass grows more slowly and loses less
water to evaporation. Therefore, while you will need to rely on your irrigation system
more heavily during the dry season, you may find that watering once a week or every
ten days is sufficient to keep the lawn healthy. Always monitor the weather and adjust
your irrigation controller accordingly to match the current conditions.

Signs of Overwatering vs. Underwatering

Learning to read the signs your lawn is giving you is the best way to determine its
irrigation needs. Both overwatering and underwatering can cause significant damage,
but the symptoms often look very different. By recognizing these signs early, you can
adjust your watering practices before serious harm occurs.

Signs of Underwatering

When a Florida lawn is not receiving enough water, it will begin to show visible signs of
drought stress. One of the earliest indicators is a change in color; the grass may take



on a bluish-gray or dull green hue. Additionally, you may notice that footprints or tire
tracks remain visible in the grass long after they were made, as the dehydrated blades
lose their ability to spring back upright.

Another classic sign of underwatering is the folding or rolling of the grass blades. As
the plant attempts to conserve moisture, the blades will fold in half lengthwise to
reduce their surface area and minimize transpiration. If you observe these symptoms
across a significant portion of your lawn, it is time to apply a deep, thorough watering.

Signs of Overwatering

Overwatering is arguably a more common and destructive problem in Florida than
underwatering. When a lawn receives too much water, the soil becomes waterlogged,
depriving the roots of the oxygen they need to survive. This leads to a shallow, weak
root system that is highly susceptible to stress.

Signs of overwatering include a spongy or squishy feeling when you walk on the lawn,
the presence of excessive thatch, and the rapid growth of moisture-loving weeds like
dollar weed or sedge. You may also notice a general yellowing of the turf, which can
indicate nutrient leaching caused by excessive water flushing fertilizers past the root
zone. Furthermore, overwatered lawns are highly prone to fungal diseases, which
often present as brown, circular patches or thinning areas in the turf.

Rain Sensors and Smart Controllers

Technology offers excellent tools for managing your lawn’s irrigation more efficiently.
In Florida, state law requires that all automatic sprinkler systems be equipped with a
functioning rain sensor. A rain sensor detects recent rainfall and automatically
interrupts the irrigation schedule if a sufficient amount of rain has fallen. This simple
device prevents your sprinklers from running during or immediately after a downpour,
saving water and protecting your lawn from oversaturation.

For even greater control, consider upgrading to a smart irrigation controller. These
advanced devices use local weather data, soil moisture sensors, and
evapotranspiration rates to automatically adjust your watering schedule based on
real-time conditions. Smart controllers take the guesswork out of irrigation, ensuring
that your lawn receives exactly the right amount of water at the right time, while also
automatically complying with local watering restrictions.



Practical DIY Steps Before Calling a Pro

Before reaching out to a professional for lawn care or irrigation issues, there are
several practical steps you can take to troubleshoot and improve your lawn’s health:

1. Check for Broken Sprinkler Heads: Turn on your system and walk the property
to inspect each sprinkler head. Look for heads that are broken, clogged, or
misaligned, and replace or adjust them as needed.

2. Clear Obstructions: Ensure that tall grass, shrubs, or other landscaping features
are not blocking the spray from your sprinkler heads, preventing water from
reaching the intended areas.

3. Perform the Tuna Can Test: If you haven’t already, calibrate your system to

ensure you are applying the correct amount of water (3⁄4 to 1 inch per
application).

4. Inspect the Rain Sensor: Check your rain sensor to make sure it is functioning
correctly and is not obstructed by overhanging branches or debris.

5. Adjust the Controller: Review your irrigation controller settings to ensure they
align with the current season, local restrictions, and the deep and infrequent
watering philosophy.

By addressing these common issues yourself, you can often resolve minor problems
and significantly improve the efficiency of your irrigation system.

When to Call a Professional

While many aspects of lawn irrigation can be managed by a diligent homeowner, there
are times when it is best to call in a professional. If you have consistently followed the
deep and infrequent watering philosophy, calibrated your system, and adjusted for the
seasons, but your lawn still struggles with dry patches, yellowing, or disease,
professional intervention may be necessary.

You should consider calling a professional if you suspect a major leak in your
underground irrigation lines, which can cause significant water waste and damage to
your property. Additionally, if you are dealing with persistent fungal diseases or pest
infestations that do not respond to basic cultural practices, a lawn care expert can
provide a targeted diagnosis and treatment plan. Professionals also have the expertise



to design and install new, highly efficient irrigation systems tailored to the specific
needs of your Florida landscape.

O’Hara Pest Control has been helping homeowners across Palm Beach, Broward,
Martin, and St. Lucie counties since 1973. If you need expert help with lawn care, pest
control, or managing the health of your landscape, call us at 561-655-9011 or visit
oharapestcontrol.com to schedule a free consultation.

https://oharapestcontrol.com/

