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COLD INJURY TO PLANTS

By Virginia (Ginger) Easton Smith, County Extension Agent, Agriculture

Guess what just blew in on a cold wind?  Me; your new Aransas County Extension Agent for Agriculture and Natural Resources.  I came from Hawaii, so you can be sure I didn’t bring the recent frigid weather!  

To let you know a little about me; I lived in Hawaii for 29 years; for the past 17 years I was the tree crops Extension Agent in the Kona area of the Big Island of Hawaii working primarily with tree crops (such as coffee, avocado and macadamia nut) growers.  I also wrote a newspaper column on agriculture and horticulture for 16 years.  Previous to that, I worked in the landscape industry for several years.  I earned my Bachelor and Master of Science degrees in Horticulture from the University of Hawaii at Manoa.  

Although I was born in Gallup, New Mexico, I spent most of my growing up years in central Illinois.  I look forward to making my home here and to meeting you.  Please feel free to call me by my nickname, Ginger, although I’m always happy to answer to Virginia as well.  

Hopefully the “arctic blast” won’t be back for a while, but as it moved through it injured some plants, and probably even killed some.  Cold temperatures can damage the entire plant, or parts such as leaves, buds, flowers, trunks, stems or roots.  

Some damage is obvious-leaves or stems turned black or brown-but other damage will be internal and may not even cause problems for several months. Most any damage weakens plants, and can provide an entry point to pathogens that might not normally bother the plant.  

There may be damage to the water moving system inside the trunk of trees, limiting the water that can be moved up the trunk to the leaves. Although many broadleaf trees can regenerate conducting tissue, palms cannot.  The problem may not be visible until the first hot day after a freeze when the fronds all wilt severely.  

Palm leaf buds deep in the plant may have been damaged by the frigid weather but the signs won’t show up until the bud develops and emerges brown, partially brown or deformed.  Fortunately, the leaves will often grow out of the injury. 

Injury to roots, which have little ability to develop cold tolerance and are particularly susceptible if the plant is growing in a pot, also often won’t show up until a very warm day when the reduced root system just can’t provide enough water to the plant.  

Plants such as Firebush, Hamelia patens, may die back to the soil during a freeze, but have roots that are cold hardy.  Others that are root hardy include jatropha, dwarf oleander, Pride of Barbados, and some philodendrons.  

So, what to do with cold injured plants?  There’s no need to rush out and prune off the damaged plant tissue.  As a matter of fact, don’t do severe pruning until warmer weather stimulates some regrowth so you can be sure you are not cutting off live wood that just appears dead at this point.  Dead leaves can be removed right away if desired, and light pruning can be done.  Tips of branches may be damaged while older wood remains uninjured.  

Water plants lightly to warm up the roots and to provide some water to plants that may have had their root systems reduced in size.  Do not water heavily or frequently, as plants will not be able to utilize a lot of water at this time, and soggy soil will increase damage to roots.  

A healthy plant is always best defense against any challenge, be it weather extremes, insect attack or disease infestation.  It will be more resistant to damage, and recover from it more easily.  Try to keep your plants supplied with adequate, but not excessive, water and nutrients; and prune as needed.   Don’t fertilize too late in the year as it can promote a flush and a young flush is more likely to be damaged by cold.  
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