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CSU Extension – Lawn Irrigation Self Audit (LISA) 
Pilot Phase: Mesa, Pueblo, and Larimer Counties 
 
Instructions on using the LISA kit, web-tool and interpreting 
results. See Also: www.ext.colostate.edu/LISA  
 
 
  INTRODUCTION 
 
This document is the companion to the Lawn Irrigation Self Audit or LISA kit. It provides 
instructions on use, interpreting the LISA web-tool and next steps. The LISA program is 
designed to give the Colorado homeowner the option of high grade lawn audit without 
the labor cost and time commitment of a face-to-face audit. The underlying principal 
being a more efficiently irrigated lawn reduces water waste and saves the homeowner 
time and money and potentially improve lawn quality. 
  

10 steps to a healthier lawn, more free time and money saved: 
1. Be sure all maintenance issues are resolved. Do not audit until they are 
(see accompanying fact sheet on trouble-shooting lawn irrigation 
maintenance issues). 
2. Select representative lawn section. Take soil core to measure root 
depth. 
3. Space out steel stakes in a grid spaced at half the separation between 
sprinkler heads. Keep stakes >2ft clear of sprinkler heads. 
4. Place catch-can in support stakes so rims are horizontal. 
5. Manually run irrigation zone(s) that waters cup area (audit section) 
using 5 minutes increments until most catch-cans contain at least 25 mL 
of water. 
6. Record catch-can volumes and repeat 1-5 for other (representative) 
sections of your lawn. 
7. Go to LISA website: http://tririver.ext.colostate.edu/IrrAudit/. 
8. Enter data in Setup and Data pages (Manual Entry requires slightly 
more lawn knowledge). 
9. Translate Watering Schedule to Irrigation Controller. 
10. Enjoy a healthier lawn, more free time and a cheaper water bill. 

  
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
  Audit Definitions 
Why Audit? We audit to identify where lawn watering techniques and systems could be 
improved to benefit the homeowner. Most Coloradan homeowners or renters with yard 
maintenance responsibilities know water conservation is important, but some may not 
know how to apply it in the most effective manner. LISA is a means of not only improving 
lawn watering practice but filling water knowledge gaps. 
 
The audit is broken into 2 main areas that overlap to form a complete audit. The first is 
the physical audit which is collecting lawn irrigation data, the second is analysis and 
scheduling by the LISA web-tool. 
 
  Audit versus Maintenance 
An audit is no substitute for the maintenance of your lawn irrigation system. If you have 
obvious problems with your system the LISA program will only tell you what you already 
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know. An audit is for the more subtle scheduling component of lawn watering that is only 
effective if your irrigation system is free of physical problems. If you have problems with 
your system that need resolving we recommend you return the LISA website and watch 
the Maintenance video and read the accompanying fact sheet “ 4.772  Irrigation: 
Inspecting and Correcting Turf Irrigation System Problems.” The LISA program will not 
work for irrigation systems that are not sprinkler systems, such as soaker hose, sub-
surface drip, or tape drip systems. Additional support for these irrigation systems is 
available at one of the three LISA piloting Extension offices (see contact information at 
conclusion of these instructions). 
 
  Access to LISA 
LISA is currently in a pilot phase in three counties of Colorado: Mesa, Pueblo and 
Larimer County. The kit will be kept at the County Extension offices for these three 
counties. Rental of the kit is $10 for 3 weekdays, or $10 per weekend, with a $10 per 
day charge for extended use. County offices will take a copy of a credit card or driver’s 
license before the kit is checked out with payment made on return.  

The LISA kit should be inspected with an Extension employee before rental to ensure all 
equipment is included and functional. The kit inventory is as follows: 
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Figure 1.1 : LISA kit inventory 
 
1. LISA kit container (1) 

2. Stopwatch with battery (1) 

3. Tape measure (1) 

4. Plastic mallet (1) 

5. Soil probe (1) 

6. Catch Cans – numbered (20) 

7. Catch Can Steel Support Stakes (20) 

8. Optional: additional pairs of Catch Cans (unnumbered) and Support Stakes  

9. Fact Sheet   4.772  Irrigation: Inspecting and Correcting Turf Irrigation System 
Problems 
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  1. PHYSICAL AUDIT 
 
After ensuring your lawn irrigation system has no major physical problems, and the LISA 
kit is complete you are ready to perform the audit.  
 
A complete audit of your lawn will require one or more audit sections; where an audit 
section is the area covered by the maximum number of cans you have available to use. 
If you are pressed for time and feel all areas of your lawn are reasonably consistent in 
their response to watering you may only want to audit one section as a representative 
sample. 
 
1. Determine the head type of your sprinkler irrigation system. Common types are: 
impact, pop-up and rotor. If you have different types of sprinkler heads throughout the 
lawn then it is important that you separate them into separate audit sections. Also if you 
have different grass types; Kentucky Blue Grass in the backyard, Buffalo Grass in the 
front yard, you will need to keep these separate for the auditing process as well. 
 
2. Measure the root depth of the grass.. You can either take a measurement for the 
entire lawn or for each audit section (different turf types will need separate 
measurements). Take the soil sampler and push it into the soil directly through the turf. It 
may need a few taps from the mallet to break through. Push it in about a foot and twist it 
to break off the core. Pull it up gently and carefully push the core free from the mouth of 
the sampler. Tap away at the bottom of the core until you find roots holding the soil 
together. Measure the depth of these bottom roots from the turf at the opposite end of 
the sample. This is your (section) root depth. We recommend you take an average of 2 
or 3 samples for your entire lawn. If you are unable to collect a good soil core or find 
roots in your core, you may have poor root structure. In this case we recommend 
assuming a root depth of 3” and consulting with your Extension horticulture agent on 
how to build root structure. 
 
2. Pick an area of lawn where the sprinkler head type is consistent. Measure the 
distance between two adjacent heads with a tape measure so the midway point is 
obvious. Pace out the distance between and back to the halfway point so you can be 
sure of the number of paces from one sprinkler head to the midway point (you may want 
to repeat this two or three times with different heads and average it). This “midway” 
measurement will be your catch can spacing. For most of us a relaxed pace is 2-3 feet.  
 

 
Note: if you are time limited or have above average lawn area consider 
doubling or even tripling the can spacing to cover more area. If you only 
plan to audit one section of your lawn to tune your whole sprinkler system 
pick a section that you consider representative of the entire lawn. 

 
 
3. Remembering your spacing measurement, pace out steel support stakes in a grid 
starting a couple of feet in from the corner of your lawn (there will probably be a sprinkler 
head in the corner). Be careful not to place cans immediately next to a head. Without 
interrupting your grid pacing place a stake a couple of feet off to the side each time this 
occurs (see Figure 1.2). If a can is too close to a sprinkler head it can get knocked over 
by water during the audit. 
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Figure 1.2 : Catch Can (Stake) layout grid 

 
 
4. Place catch cans in the steel supports. Make sure that the rim of the can is  horizontal 
with the ground and that the stake is out of the ground enough to hold the can upright. 
You may want to use the numbering provided on the can labels to help as a means to 
keep your measurements organized. You will need at least 12 cans per section for a 
successful audit. 
 
5. Now go to your lawn irrigation controller. It will be a mounted plastic or metal box, 
usually found on an exterior house wall or in the garage. Manually over-ride the irrigation 
zones that contribute to the section of lawn you have cans in. Run these zones 
consecutively for 5 minutes. Check 3 or 4 cans for volume of water. Make sure you pull 
the can up level with your eyes and hold rim horizontal for an accurate reading. If cans 
are not reading at least 25 mL of water continue watering until most cans have at least 
25 mL.  Record the total irrigation duration when you are satisfied can volumes are 
sufficient. 
6. Repeat the physical audit process for all other sections of your lawn. Remember keep 
audit sections separate where irrigation heads or grass type is different.  
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2. LISA WEB-TOOL 
 
Once you have collected all your physical audit data it is time to access the LISA web-
tool. The tool will calculate a watering schedule and is accessible via a link on the LISA 
website or directly at: http://tririver.ext.colostate.edu/IrrAudit/ 
 
  Setup 
The front or setup page of the web-tool is shown in Figure 2.1. There are three separate 
prompts to complete: 
 a. “Default” or “Manual Entry.” If you consider yourself a gardener with a good 
 working knowledge of your lawn you may want to enter your data manually, 
 otherwise a default entry will still give you good water scheduling 
 recommendations. 
 b. “Number of Sections.” Having collected all your physical audit data you should 
 be able to enter the number of separate lawn audit sections    
 c. “Zip Code and City.” To ensure your lawn irrigation schedule is calculated 
 using climate data from your area please select your zip code from the drop-
 down list. 
Once you are satisfied your entries are correct, select submit to continue. 
 

 
Figure 2.2 : LISA web-tool setup page 
  
 Data Entry 
For the Default data entry page (see Figure 2.2.), the yard characteristics are preset: 
 a. Grass Type: Cool Season. Cool season grasses are grasses that green up in 
 the spring once water is applied and can continue growing well into the fall. 
 Kentucky Blue Grass is a cool season grass. Warm season grasses, such as 
 buffalo grass are a lot more temperature sensitive and only green up for the 
 warmer months, but use less water than cool season grasses..  
 b. Shade: None. Shade obviously influences water use and growth rates. 
 c. Trees/Shrubs: The number of small trees and shrubs within your lawn will also 
 influence water use of the surrounding lawn. 
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 d. Soil Type: Clay Loam. Clay Loam is a fairly typical soil type for lawns and 
 reasonably representative of most urban lawns in Colorado.  
If you are concerned that the Default data entry page is not an accurate representation 
of your lawn you can return to the Setup page and select Manual Entry (see Figure 2.3), 
which will allow you to manually enter settings for a. through d.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.2 : "Default" data entry page (selecting root depth) 
 
Whether you selected Default or Manual Entry you will need to supply a name for the 
current audit section, select (section) root depth, and also run time. 
 
Once you are satisfied data is correct, select submit and then continue to display the 
results. If you fail to enter 12 cans or more per section (see Figure 2.4), or fail to select 
root depth you will receive a warning message and an opportunity to return and finish 
entering data.  
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Figure 2.4 : "Manual Entry" page (selecting run time) 
 

 
Figure 2.5 : Entering catch can data (on Default page) 
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Interpreting the Watering Schedule 
The Watering Schedule is presented in a table (Figure 2.5), with four rows per section.  
 

 
Figure 2.6 : Watering schedule for 2 audit sections 

 lawn 

bout every 3½ days, so 

s 

 18 
 

d. Time / Cycle: Is simply = (Time per Day / Cycles), which for April = 6 minutes.  

R (Precipitation Rate), a 
easure of how much water your lawn received every hour  

he 

r 
ighly variable PRs, talk to your local extension office for troubleshooting advice. 

and 

st your controller 
t the beginning of each month resetting the run time and start times. 

Extension staff 
on how to program your controller. 

 
The rows should be interpreted as follows: 
 a. Watering Days / Month: this is the number of days in the month that your
 needs watering. For April in Section 1 of this example it is 9 days, so your 
 approximate frequency would be 30/9 = 3.34, or a
 watering could be every Sunday and Thursday.  
 b. Time / Day: is the amount of irrigation per day at the measured precipitation 
 rate (see next paragraph) that watering should be programmed. So for April in 
 the above example, if Sunday and Thursday were programmed as irrigation day
 there would need to be a total of 18 minutes of watering on each of these days 
 c. Cycles: This is how many separate waterings would be used to satisfy the
 minute requirement. The shallower root depth and the heavier the soil, the
 more cycles will be used so water runoff from the lawn can be minimized. 
 
 
In the “Results” column, you will see two numbers, DU (Distribution Uniformity) a 
measure of how uniformly water is applied to your lawn; and P
m
 
DU of less than 50% is problematic; it should be above 65%. PRs are dependent on t
irrigation system you are using and can vary a lot. A warning sign is if PRs vary a lot 
between audit sections  with the same type irrigation heads. If you have low DUs o
h
 
Once satisfied your results indicate a healthy irrigation system, choose section(s) that 
you think best represent irrigation zone(s) for programming purposes.  Section 1 from 
Figure 2.5 might be chosen so programming for April might look like: water Sunday 
Thursday at 10 p.m., 11 p.m., and 12 p.m. for 6 minutes each time.  To reduce turf 
disease problems water between the hours of 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. Adju
a
 
If your irrigation controller has the seasonal adjust feature please contact 
or see the LISA website for guidance 
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s some of these benefits. We 
ncourage you to provide feedback to Extension staff. 

ISA Contacts 

ater Resources Specialist 

, CO 

enis.Reich@Colostate.edu

Conclusion 
Thank you for your interest in wise water use and lawn health. Lawn irrigation is the 
biggest factor in turf weed and disease problems, lawn vitality, and the extent of your 
water bill. We hope that LISA’s visit to your yard provide
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