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Sprinkler System Self-Audit.
Self-audit kit contents:
25 catch cans
1 soil probe
1 pressure gauge (with attachments)
1 Rainbird green screwdriver
1 Hunter adjustment tool
1 screwdriver
I stop watch

For you to keep: rain gauge and all handouts
Follow the steps below and read the accompanying handout to get the 
most out of your audit. Place the Audit Sheet, Zone Evaluation Checklist, 
Catch Can Data Sheet and Sprinkler Run Time Chart on the clipboard.

Step 1: Record Existing Settings 

Find your sprinkler controller, typically, located in the 
garage. Grab your controller manual, if you have one.

Record the current settings; start times, run times and 
watering days (run days) on the Audit Form. 

Step 2: Inspect Each Zone

• Starting with Zone 1, turn on each zone and 
inspect the heads and watering patterns.

•	 Place	a	flag	next	to	each	sprinkler	head.	Use	a	
different	colored	flag	for	each	zone.

• Record problems on the Zone Evaluation Checklist. 
Place	pink	flags	where	you	find	broken	heads.

• Some controllers have a “test” mode that activates 
each zone for a selected test time. If not, manually 
turn on each zone for 5 minutes.

• On the Audit Form, record the type of sprinkler.  
Spray	heads	have	a	fixed	pattern	and	rotors	move	
from	side	to	side.	High	efficiency	rotary	nozzles			
have individual streams that rotate.

• Record observed problems with sprinklers running.
•	 After	the	first	zone	has	been	inspected,	repeat	this	

step for all the zones.

60	flags	(15	each	of	green,	blue,		
  red, yellow) 
25	pink	“problem”	flags
1 rain gauge
1 clipboard
Audit forms and handouts



Step 3: Measure Water Pressure

•	 Locate	your	backflow	prevention	device,	typically	on	the	side	of	 
the house. 

• Thread the pressure gauge into the #2 test cock. 
•	 Using	the	standard	screwdriver,	slowly	open	the	test	cock	by	turning	the	

screw (below right).
•	 If	you	cannot	make	a	connection	to	the	backflow	device,	use	the	hose	

spigot attachment. Thread it as you would a hose and open the spigot 
to measure pressure. 

• Record two pressures:
 1.  Static pressure: take a reading with sprinklers turned off
 2.  Operating pressure: read the gauge again with a zone running
• Record the pressure readings on the Audit Form.
• Slowly close the test cock and remove the gauge.

Spray High-Efficiency Rotor

Test Cock

#2 test cock



Step 4: Catch Can Test

A catch can test is used to collect data to calculate the precipitation 
rate	(PR)	and	the	distribution	uniformity	(DU).	PR	indicates	how	fast	the	
sprinklers	are	applying	water,	measured	in	inches.	DU	measures	how	
evenly the system applies water over the lawn.     
  • Select an area for the catch can 

test. It can be watered by two 
sprinkler zones, but they must be 
the same sprinkler type. Try to audit 
one spray zone and one  
rotor zone.

• At a minimum, choosing a spray 
zone and a rotor zone that operate 
well will give you the most accurate 
results.

•	 Set	out	24	catch	cans	in	a	grid	six	
rows by four rows (uniform spacing is 
not necessary). Place the catch cans 
about two feet away from the sprinkler 
heads,	which	are	flagged.	Note	on	the	
Catch Can Data sheet a landmark, like 
the house or driveway.

• Run a spray zone for 5 minutes or a 
rotor zone 10 minutes. If more than one 
sprinkler zone waters the selected area, 
run	the	first	zone	for	the	suggested	
time and then the second zone for the 
same time and so on, without moving 
or emptying the catch cans.

• Start the stop watch when the heads 
are fully pressured. 

• Shut off the zone precisely on time.
• On the Catch Can Data sheet, record 

the amount of water in each catch can 
at the corresponding point. 

• Observe the areas that receive less 
water–they may show stress or    
brown spots.

• Empty catch cans and repeat for as 
many zones as you choose.



Step 5: Calculate Precipitation Rate and Distribution Uniformity

• First add up the total amount of water in all the 
catch cans. This is the total water in inches over 
the audited area.

• Divide this number by the number of catch cans 
(24) for the Total Average.

•	 Circle	the	six	lowest	values	and	add	them	
together	to	find	the	Low	Quarter.

•	 Divide	the	Low	Quarter	total	by	the	 
number	of	catch	cans	(six);	this	is	the	 
Low	Quarter	Average.	

Precipitation Rate
•	 Use	the	formulas	on	the	bottom	of	the	Catch	Can	Data	Sheet.
• If you ran the spray heads for 5 minutes and the rotors for 10 minutes, 

use the top two formulas.
Distribution Uniformity
Using	your	data	calculations,	enter	them	into	the	bottom	formula	to	find	
DU.	Enter	the	DU	in	the	chart	on	the	bottom	of	the	Audit	Sheet.

Step 6: Calculate Run Times

1. Enter the PR for each zone tested on the Audit Sheet 
under Data.

2. On the Sprinkler Run Time chart, locate the PR in the left 
hand column. Find the Run Time recommended range, 
from Low to High.

3. In the Recommendations column under Run Time on the 
Audit Sheet, record the low and high times.

4. If a zone has partial or full shade, revise the run time 
under Adjusted Run Time.

5. Since clay soil can only absorb about ¼ inch of water 
per hour, divide the run time into two cycles. 

6. Enter these times into the Run Time per Start column.
7.	Now	you	know	how	long	to	water	to	apply	½	inch.	

Typically, run the system once in the spring and fall and twice during 
most of the summer. Add a third day when the weather is hot and dry.

8. Enter a Run Time per Start for zones that were not tested by using the 
Run Times from similar zones (spray or rotor) and adjusting for shade.



Step 7: Take a Soil Sample

• Push the soil probe into the grass 
without twisting; twist it back and 
forth to remove a sample.

• It ‘s easiest to take the sample 
from a zone where you did the 
catch can test so the soil is moist.

• With a screwdriver, separate the 
soil	textures	while	looking	for	fine	
hair-like roots in the soil. 

•	 Use	a	ruler	to	measure	the	length	
of the roots and record on the 
Audit Form.



Step 8: Program Controller

• Add up all the times in the Run 
Time per Start column. This is 
the time it takes to complete one 
watering cycle.

• Enter a start time into the 
controller. Preferably, begin 
watering after midnight. When 
a complete cycle ends, enter a 
second start time to water the 
additional cycle. 

•	 For	example,	if	the	entire	sprinkler	
cycle runs for 90 minutes, enter 
two start times in the controller; 
one at 2 a.m. and the second at  

 4 a.m. This waters the entire 
lawn’s	first	¼	inch,	waits	a	half	
hour while the water is absorbed 
and applies the second ¼ inch.

• If recommended run times are 
higher than your current run 
times, you may have other factors 
contributing	to	your	efficiency.	
These are guidelines —you may 
be able to water less. 

• Monitor the appearance of your 
grass and adjust the run times    
up or down a few minutes for  
each zone. 

If you have questions while 
performing the audit, contact 
Eric Olson at (970) 221-6704 or 
eolson@fcgov.com.
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Fort Collins Conserves. It's Our Style.

Resources:
• Audit handouts: fcgov.com/lawn-care-resources 
• Water conservation: fcgov.com/conserve 


