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A well-designed irrigation 
system can perform 
unsatisfactorily or operate 
inefficiently due to poor irrigation 
scheduling. Scheduling irrigation 
to prevent crop water stress 
requires detailed information 
of the irrigation system (e.g., 
application efficiency and system 
capacity) as well as frequent and 
accurate information on crop 
status and field characteristics, 
which includes current and 
forecasted crop water demands 
and plant soil water availability 
(i.e., current soil water 
status). The irrigation amount 
should be adequate to meet 
evapotranspiration demand but 
not excessive to prevent surface 
runoff and deep percolation of 
water below the crop root system. 
When scheduling an irrigation 
event, try to minimize operational costs by taking advantage of water available in the 
soil profile while at the same time starting the irrigation event early enough to ensure 
the last portion of the field being irrigated does not experience water stress. Using 
soil moisture monitoring sensors can enable irrigating the crops at the right time and 
apply adequate/sufficient amount of water to meet crop demand and minimize other 
water losses. There is a direct link between monitoring soil water status for irrigation 
scheduling and irrigation efficiency.

Although irrigation scheduling affects the performance and efficiency of an irrigation 
system, it is a vast topic that exceeds the scope of this publication. We direct the reader 
to a list of references for further information on properly scheduling irrigation. The 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources (UNL-
IANR) has published several papers on irrigation design, management, and scheduling 
for various crops across different soils and climate gradients. A few of these publications 
are listed below, and further publications are at http://ianrpubs.unl.edu.
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