Walk any neighborhood in Houston before sunrise and you can hear it: the quiet hiss of sprinklers winding through a
cycle. Most of those systems do what they are supposed to do, then shut down without drama. A surprising number,
however, dribble all day from a stuck valve, leak unseen into a flower bed, or run an extra program a former landscaper
buried in the controller years ago. Those are the cycles that nudge a normal bill into the “why is this so high” territory,
then keep it there month after month.

The irony is that irrigation problems rarely look like problems. There is no flooded kitchen or screaming alarm. Clay soil
drinks and hides. Heads retract. Controllers sit behind tidy covers. If you are seeing steady bill creep and you have ruled
out obvious indoor issues, the culprit often lives outside the back door.

I work with homeowners and property managers across Houston, from Spring Branch to Sugar Land. The pattern repeats:
indoor plumbing looks perfect, then we open a valve box or pull data from a smart controller and the story changes.
Below is what that looks like in practice, why it happens so often in our climate, and what to do about it without
replacing your entire system.

Why sprinkler systems quietly waste water in Houston

Our climate makes irrigation both necessary and tricky. Houston straddles long humid summers, intermittent coastal
storms, and sudden winter freezes. Add heavy clay and gumbo soils that crack when dry and you get a gauntlet for plastic
pipe and threaded fittings.

e Heat and sun fatigue plastic. Ultraviolet light embrittles exposed risers and fittings. Heads that were flexible at
install can fracture in two or three summers.

¢ Clay soil moves. It swells when saturated, shrinks in drought, and shears at trench lines. Lateral lines and glued
Jjoints that were fine in spring can split by fall.

e Freeze events finish the job. The 2021 freeze broke thousands of pressure vacuum breakers and irrigation
manifolds. Houston does not see hard freezes often, but when we do, thin-walled components crack.

Those forces do not usually create a dramatic blowout. They create weeps. A valve that fails to seat leaks a cup every few
minutes through the sprinkler heads, so the lawn stays damp on off days. A lateral line develops a pinhole that drips into
a mulched bed, never surfacing. A threaded PVB test cock oozes a bead at the handle, drying on the body so nothing ever
looks wet. Left alone, each of those “nothings” moves hundreds or thousands of gallons per month.

For perspective, a typical rotor head uses 2.5 to 3.5 gallons per minute. A zone with 10 rotors will flow 25 to 35 gpm. If a
controller accidentally runs that zone for an extra 10 minutes three times a week, you have added 750 to 1,050 gallons
weekly, or 3,000 to 4,200 gallons in a month. Replace rotors with spray heads at 1.3 to 2.0 gpm and the math still hurts.
You feel that number when tiered water rates kick in.

The usual suspects: leaks that hide in plain sight

Sprinkler systems spend most of their life “off,” pressurized from the street up to the backflow assembly and master
valve. That means many leaks occur even when you are not watering.

Valve seat seepage. Inside each zone valve is a diaphragm and a seat. A grain of sand or a nick on the seat lets water
bypass the diaphragm and slowly bleed to the heads on that zone. You see it as low heads dribbling after the run and
sometimes a perpetually damp patch. At night, that seepage can coalesce into a light spray. You pay for it the same as a
scheduled cycle.

Cracked lateral lines. These are the pipes that run from the valve to the heads. Roots and soil movement stress laterals
until a glue joint weeps. Since they are downstream of the valve, you only lose water during the scheduled run. Those
losses can be large yet invisible, especially under dense groundcover or behind hedges.

Leaking fittings at the manifold. The manifold is the cluster of valves, usually in a box with a tangle of wires. Threaded
fittings here crack easily in freeze events or from installer overtightening. Tiny fractures only open under pressure, then
close. If your manifold box smells like wet earth even in August, start there.

Backflow assembly drips. Most residential systems in Houston use a pressure vacuum breaker, installed 12 inches or
more above the highest downstream head as required by code. The bonnet, poppet, or test cocks can leak intermittently.
Because the PVB sits high, any drip evaporates quickly, making it deceptively hard to spot. Leaks at the backflow device
are doubly important because they cross the health protection line, not just water waste.



Buried swing joints and risers. Heads take mower hits and foot traffic. The flexible joint under a head often twists to the
limit then cracks where you cannot see it. You notice a weak head spray and compensate by increasing run times. A week
later you are wasting water and still under-watering.

Hidden schedules and controller mishaps. I once met a homeowner in Memorial whose bill jumped about 40 percent in
late spring. The landscape looked fine. We found an old “Program B” running at 2:30 a.m. Three days per week. It had
been added by a prior contractor for new sod, then forgotten. Many controllers also carry seasonal adjust features that
creep up by 10 or 20 percent monthly. You do not notice unless you scroll beyond the main screen.

A Houston-specific layer: codes, licensing, and who does what

Houston’s building and water codes exist to protect health and conserve a resource that seems abundant until the Gulf
dries out your lawn. This is where knowing roles matters.

In Texas, landscape irrigation is regulated by the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality. Design and installation
require a Licensed Irrigator, and technicians work under that license. Backflow prevention assembly testing is performed
by a licensed BPAT tester. Plumbers carry licenses through the Texas State Board of Plumbing Examiners, handling
potable water systems inside and up to the backflow point outside. A Plumbing Company might handle your water
service line, leak isolation, and backflow repairs, while a Licensed Irrigator repairs heads, laterals, and controllers.

Most Houston-area water utilities require a backflow device on residential irrigation, typically a PVB, and they require
testing after installation and after any repair. Some require periodic retesting, often annually. The City of Houston and
many MUDs publish their specific rules online. Codes and regulations for plumbers and irrigators also dictate physical
details: the PVB must be at least 12 inches above the highest downstream head, freeze protection must not obstruct relief,
and any tie-in to the potable system needs a proper shutoff valve and, where applicable, a permit.

If your irrigation ties in at the hose bib, that is a red flag. You want a proper tee on the service line with a shutoff and
backflow assembly. Plumbers In Houston are accustomed to carving out that connection cleanly, then handing
downstream work to an irrigator. The split keeps you compliant and safe.

How to separate indoor plumbing waste from irrigation waste

When a homeowner calls about a high bill, I start the same way every time, with a meter and a listen. There is a lot you
can do without a truck full of Modern Plumbing Tools.

e Make sure nothing is running indoors. Turn off dishwashers, washing machines, ice maker fills, and all faucets.
Check that toilets are not refilling. Then note the water meter’s flow indicator, often a small triangle or star. If it
moves, you have continuous flow. If you can, read the digital rate in gallons per minute on newer meters.

¢ Close the irrigation shutoff valve. Many homes have a ball valve just upstream of the backflow device. Turn it
perpendicular to the pipe to close. Watch the meter again. If the triangle stops, the leak is on the irrigation side. If it
keeps turning, look indoors first.

e If closing the irrigation valve stopped the meter, open it again and shut off the irrigation controller at the power
source. If the meter still runs, you have a passive leak, likely at a backflow device, manifold, or broken lateral that
continues to drain.

e During a scheduled run, walk each zone. Uneven pressure, hissing from the manifold, a soggy bed with no spray
above, or misting that drifts in wind all signal waste. Many problems only show themselves under pressure.

e If you own a smart controller with flow sensing, pull the history. A zone that runs longer than scheduled, or
overnight flow when no watering is scheduled, makes the problem visible.

That five-step triage narrows 90 percent of cases. From there, the tools get fancier. An irrigator might use a wire tracker
to find buried valves or a pressure gauge to set regulators. A Plumbing Company might use acoustic equipment to listen
for a sub-meter service leak. Modern Plumbing Tools do not replace that first meter read, they just make the next step
faster.



Real numbers from real yards

A townhouse in Midtown saw a $120 bump in August. The yard was tiny. We found a solenoid valve that never fully
closed, seeping perhaps 0.2 gpm to three spray heads. At that rate, a steady leak runs 288 gallons per day, about 8,600
gallons per month, enough to cross a rate tier.

In Katy, a family returned from vacation to a $300 bill. The irrigation controller had lost power during a storm and
reverted to factory settings, then overlapped with a custom schedule the landscaper added previously. Two programs ran
daily. A zone of rotors at 30 gpm tacked on 900 gallons per day. No one noticed because it watered at 4:00 a.m., and the
St. Augustine looked terrific.

In Garden Oaks after the 2021 freeze, a hairline crack on the PVB bonnet vented only at about 60 psi. The homeowner
saw nothing, but the meter spun whenever the irrigation valve was open. Replacing the bonnet solved it in minutes.

The interplay with indoor plumbing leaks

People often assume sprinklers are to blame once they spot a damp patch, and sometimes that focus is misplaced.
Plumbing leaks in Houston houses do plenty of damage on their own. Slab leaks from aging copper, toilet flappers that
fail to seal, and water softeners stuck in regeneration all burn water quietly. The cleanest way to avoid guesswork is to
test with valves, as above, and then inspect. When in doubt, split the work: have an irrigator evaluate zones while
Plumbers In Houston check the service line, slab, and fixtures. Coordinating trades prevents chasing ghosts.

Smart watering does not fix bad plumbing, but it helps

Smart controllers earn their keep in our climate for two reasons. First, they adjust automatically to weather.
Evapotranspiration data and rain forecasts cut cycles during wet spells and lengthen gradually in heat. Second, paired
with a flow sensor, they catch anomalies.

On one commercial courtyard downtown, we installed a controller with a two-inch flow sensor that learned baseline
usage per zone. Three months later, it flagged 1.8 gpm continuous flow at 2:05 a.m. When no zone was scheduled. That
was a seeping master valve. The alert saved a service call and weeks of waste.

Home systems can do the same at smaller scales. You can also retrofit pressure regulation into sprays to prevent misting
at 70 to 80 psi, a common street pressure in parts of Houston. Misting looks like coverage, but droplets float away in
wind and evaporate before they land, adding run time without watering the root zone.

Fixes that deliver value without rebuilding the system

Some yards need a redesign. Many do not. A few targeted upgrades and maintenance habits handle most bills:

e Install or replace a master valve and add a shutoff you can reach. A master valve closes the main sprinkler line
when no zones are running, limiting leaks to the short run between the water source and the master. Paired with an
accessible ball valve before the backflow, you can isolate irrigation in seconds.



e Test and service the backflow device. Replace brittle bonnets, clean seats, and correct devices installed too low.
Have a licensed tester certify it after any work. Talk to your water provider about retest requirements, which vary.

e Replace tired diaphragms and solenoids in old valves. A rebuild kit costs little and restores clean seating. If the
body is cracked, replace the valve entirely rather than chasing drips.

¢ Right-size nozzles and add pressure regulation. You want head-to-head coverage without overspray onto
sidewalks. Pressure-regulated spray heads reduce mist and wind drift, especially near boulevards where street
pressure spikes.

e Harden for freezes. Insulate the backflow device with a breathable cover that you can remove for testing. Before a
hard front, shut off the irrigation valve and drain the PVB. In a severe cold snap, crack open test cocks to relieve
pressure. That ten-minute ritual paid for itself many times over in 2021.

None of these require tearing out your system. They do require someone who understands where waste hides and how
local codes frame the fix.

The human factor: programming and habits

Controllers are only as good as their programming. I see four recurring patterns:

Overwatering to cover bad coverage. A dry streak shows up in a corner, so the homeowner adds 10 minutes to an entire
zone. The dry corner was a clogged nozzle. The extra minutes push run time beyond soil intake, and water runs down the
driveway. Fix the nozzle, not the clock.

Too many short cycles, too close together. Clay takes water slowly. Long sprays turn into runoff after the first few
minutes. Cycle and soak works, but only if the pause is long enough for infiltration. Three runs of eight minutes each
with 30 minutes between works better than one 24-minute slog.

Weekend overrides that never revert. A party on Saturday prompts a manual start at noon. The controller adds that to the
schedule rather than replacing it. On Monday, no one remembers why the pavement is wet at lunchtime.
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Sod and landscape changes ignored. Adding a bed or replacing turf changes water needs by zone. Drip lines for beds help
immensely if installed with a pressure reducer and filter, but the controller must reflect that change. Mixed zones, where
sprays and drip share a valve, almost guarantee waste.

A quick programming audit every season, especially after power outages, prevents these drifts. Take photos of settings.
Label zones. Document which zone is beds and which is turf. That tiny bit of housekeeping saves guesswork when
weather changes.

Working with professionals without losing the plot

Use the right pro for the right part of the system. If your meter test shows flow with the irrigation shutoff closed, call a
plumber to check the service line, slab, and fixtures. If the flow stops when you close the irrigation valve, call an irrigator
first. If a backflow device is leaking or needs testing, you may need both a Plumbing Company to repair or replace and a
BPAT to test.



Business Name: HOUSTON PLUMBING REPAIR

Business Address: 2100 West Loop South, Houston, TX 77027
Business Phone: (832) 983-5467

HOUSTON PLUMBING REPAIR offers free quotes and assessment

HOUSTON PLUMBING REPAIR has the following website https://houstonplumbingrepair.net/

Ask specific questions:

e Will you provide a short report with findings, including any controller settings you change?

Do you test the backflow after repair and provide paperwork for my water provider?

Can you show me how to isolate irrigation quickly in an emergency?

If you replace valves, will you rebuild or replace to current spec and box them above standing water?

Do you carry parts for my brand of controller and valves, or will you adapt with compatible components?

Professionals appreciate clear expectations. You will appreciate fewer callbacks and fewer mysteries.

What a seasonal DIY audit looks like

Twice a year, usually April and October, I recommend a basic homeowner walk-through. It takes less than an hour and
catches 80 percent of issues before they turn into bill shock.

¢ Open every valve box. Look for standing water, hissing, cracked fittings, or mud trails from small leaks. Tighten
loose wire nuts and replace any corroded connectors.

e Run each zone for two to three minutes. Watch coverage, look for geysers from broken risers, and note any heads
that fail to pop up fully. Clean or replace clogged nozzles.

e Check the backflow. Inspect for cracks, especially after winter. Exercise the shutoff valves and test cocks gently to
make sure they move freely.

e Review the controller schedule. Confirm start times, days, and program overlap. Reset seasonal adjust to match
current weather. After power outages, reconfirm date and time.

e Walk the meter with irrigation both on and off. Make sure the flow indicator is still in the “no movement” position
when the system is idle.

Document what you see. If something feels off, call a pro with your notes. Those details shorten diagnosis, which saves
on labor.

The cost side of getting it right

It helps to ground decisions with rough numbers. In Houston, residential water rates vary widely across the City
https://houstonplumbingrepair.net and MUDs, but a common pattern is a base rate plus tiers that escalate after 6,000 to
10,000 gallons. An unnoticed 0.25 gpm leak runs about 10,800 gallons in a month. If that pushes you two tiers higher,
you can easily add $40 to $120, depending on your district.

Contrast that with repairs and upgrades:

Rebuilding a valve: often $60 to $120 in parts and an hour or two of labor.

Replacing a PVB bonnet and poppet: parts typically $40 to $120, plus testing if required.

Swapping to pressure-regulated spray heads: about $10 to $15 per head in parts, installed as part of normal service.
Adding a master valve: $60 to $150 for the valve plus wiring and labor, more if trenching is required.

Smart controller with flow sensor: $200 to $500 for the controller, $150 to $300 for the sensor, plus installation.

None of those numbers are exact, but they frame the choice. A single high bill often pays for a meaningful fix.

Freeze lessons that still matter

That February hard freeze is no longer front-page news, but many systems still carry weak points from it. I still find
backflow bodies with hairline cracks that only open under pressure. Some were patched with epoxy or tape when parts
were scarce. If you have not had your assembly inspected since, put eyes on it now.
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Also confirm you have a true means to isolate and drain. Many homeowners discovered their irrigation shutoff valve was
buried, frozen open, or missing entirely. Have a plumber install a proper ball valve upstream of the backflow, at a depth
and location you can reach. In winter, that valve is your friend.

A quiet system is a healthy system

When sprinklers behave, you forget they exist. The lawn stays even, beds look good, and the bill lands where you expect
it. Achieving that state is less about buying the fanciest controller and more about respecting the basics: isolate leaks with
the meter, fix bad parts, follow code on backflow and elevation, and write down what your controller is doing.

If you suspect a problem, start with the five-step test above. If the trail leads outside, call a Licensed Irrigator. If the trail
leads inside or back to the service line, call Plumbers In Houston who are comfortable diagnosing with the meter first.
When trades coordinate, you solve the right problem the first time.

Sprinkler systems rarely fail loudly. They fail in drips, extra minutes, and buried schedules. Pay attention to those quiet
signals, and you will keep the water where it belongs, on the grass and not on the bill.



