Irrigation Essentials Product Review

Rainbird ESP Modular Controller

Summary:  I get the feeling that this controller was designed with lots of input from those who program irrigation scheduling for a living.  It is “right in the pocket”.  The things you most want to know are readily apparent, and there is a short straight line to where you need to get. It hits the magic spot of “technical” hardware that is easy to use, and has a mix of features that are meaningful.  Two thumbs up!

Because of the straightforward ease of understanding and use, core functionality, excellent web support (video demo in English and Spanish) – this controller gets the nod in this head to head competition.  TWO thumbs up!

Product Evaluation Criteria:  Six categories (the essentials)

· Easy to install and setup?

· Perform the core function?

· Easy to use (flexible as well)?

· Is it dependable (durable, rugged)? 

· Easy to sustain (availability of parts, and ease of repair)?  And, what is the carbon footprint (where is it manufactured, processes used, end of life cycle—recycle method?

· Best & most appropriate use of this product

Is it easy to install and set up?

There is no mounting template.  The swing out and removable panel is helpful to the installation and programming.  “Knock out” for electrical was way to hard!

A valve test terminal allows for easy identification of valves, and installers delight.

Wire terminals are designed for multi strand wire, and not 12ga. more typically used in commercial work.  Not robust enough for a commercial controller.

Owner’s manual type font is too small – to fine.  3-language format is for the convenience of the manufacturer – not the customer.  (To the good folks at Rainbird – make the manual easier to read!)

On the plus side it is shipped with 9v battery included.

Does it perform the core functions?

Good combination of features and a good range of programming options. Custom, odd, even, cyclic per program.   There is a jack for a remote actuator. 

The auxiliary valve feature is potentially very handy.  The valve can be used as a normal valve or as a valve ungoverned by a sensor.  For irrigation under eaves, in an atrium, or for lighting and fountains.  

The hardware & software configuration is such that this type of specialty function is easy to find, set up, and use.  It is also correspondingly difficult to accidentally “use” this feature. 

MV terminal/pump start relay—use of jumper should be highlighted more.

This controller has a function that allows you to retrieve a program -- to easily revert to a program that may have been inadvertently altered.
This controller has both primary and secondary surge protection.  It can operate up to 3 valves simultaneously.

Is it easy to use?

Here is where this controller really shines.  Big, clear display. Manufacturers would do well to take to heart that a controller might get hung in an environment that has less than perfect light.  The combination of dial for functions, the slide switch for program selection, and the up/down arrows enable intuitive programming.

Manual start is nicely set up.  The display shows time remaining & can adjust time on manual; w/out disturbing “normal” programmed run time.

“Day always off” is easy to set in cyclic, odd/even (mow day, mandates).  

Fixed my cycle start programming error for me. 

Easy built in “test all valves” function, will run all valves, in sequence (that have a run time associated with them) for a duration you choose – that does not alter the         programming.

Alarm light alerts user to one of three possible conditions.  Helpful.

Is it dependable?

Robust surge protection.
Reset button.  Pull out panel.

Three-year warranty.  Rainbird has a history of being “customer friendly” with their warranty -- they stand behind their product.
Is it easy to sustain?

Rainbird’s website does a nice job of supporting this product.  It is easy to locate a helpful video that is well thought out in how it guides the viewer through the steps necessary to understand and operate the controller.   The videos are in English and Spanish.  Also, a replacement owners’ manual is available via PDF.

The brains of the device extract easily from the cabinet should you desire to program the controller elsewhere, and also for repair/replacement purposes.  The controller has 3 station modules that can be added to the base unit to expand the capacity up to 13 valves.  These can be easily added with out interrupting the power to the device.

Assembled in Mexico.

At this time the manufacturer makes no specific recommendation for end of life cycle for this product.

Best & Most appropriate use of this product.

Rainbird is positioning this as a residential and light commercial controller. My opinion is 4 programs are a minimum requirement for a commercial controller.
It is most suited for residential, and could function relatively well on a small commercial site.

