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A Near Freeze in Mid-November 

What’s With That?
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
Near-freezing weather in mid-November without much warning, what to do?  Well, the first thing to do for plants when there is a forecast of an approaching freeze, or even just unusually cold weather, is to water them thoroughly!  This applies to all outdoor plants, whether in pots or in the ground, that will not be brought inside.  Moist soil holds more heat than dry soil that has a lot of air spaces. Ideally, water deeply a couple days before the frost arrives, but if there is not time for that it will still help.  

That said, over the next few months when the weather is just cool, cut way back on watering, in both the amount applied and the frequency of application. Not only is evaporation from the air and soil greatly reduced compared to summer and fall months, but since plants grow very little, if at all, when it is cold, they don’t use a great deal of water, and soggy soil can lead to root death.  
In case of a hard freeze (heaven forbid!), it will be necessary to protect tender plants to keep them from being damaged or killed.  It may only make a few degrees difference, but that can be the difference between the plant surviving or not.  Use large cardboard boxes, bed sheets, blankets, plastic sheeting, or anything similar.  Since the land is warmer than the air at this time of year, and heat rises, the goal is to trap the heat from the earth under the cover with the plant.  It is very important that the covering material goes all the way to the ground and is held down with bricks, rocks or something heavy.     

The more ground that is included under the cover, the more heat that will be trapped, and the better chance the plant has.  Just wrapping a covering around a plant does not really protect it, except from drying winds, since the plant is not producing heat.  If it is really cold, or plants are particularly sensitive, put water-filled jugs, or a string of lights that produce heat (not LED lights) and are made for outdoor use, under the cover for an additional source of some heat.  Be sure the lights are not touching anything. 
Push a tomato cage into the ground over plants that are small enough, particularly if they are fragile, and drape the covering over the cage to keep the material from resting on the plant branches.  But, don’t worry too much about the cover touching the plants; although a few leaves touching it may be damaged, most of the plant will not be.  It is more important to get the plant covered.  
If plants cannot be covered, putting them under something that will keep even a little heat from escaping up into the sky will offer some protection.  Put them under tables, under trees (especially if they have many leaves), and under the house eaves (the west and south sides of the house provide a bonus).  

Load up on mulch in winter.  In addition to its other benefits, mulch will not only hold in soil moisture, but also heat.  So apply a layer several inches thick (up to 4”) around as many plants as possible.  Many products can be used including organic material such as ground-up plant matter  (often referred to simply as “mulch”), bark, compost, leaves, and grass clippings; or inorganic materials like gravel, larger rocks, woven plastic or other landscape cloth materials.  

The most important thing to remember about applying mulch is to keep it from touching the stems or trunks of your plants.  It is a double whammy; the constant contact of the mulch with the bark or stem makes a perfect environment for rot to occur since most mulch materials hold moisture; also, as organic mulches decompose they produce heat, which damages the bark and opens the plant to entry by disease-causing organisms. Just keep any mulch a few inches away from stems, and several inches from trunks.    

Leave some of the dried leaves and grass in the lawn or garden beds.  If not so thick that they shade the lawn, they are beneficial as they may trap some soil heat and improve the soil by adding organic matter and nutrients when they decompose.  Also, do not cut grass too short, keep it at 2-3” tall for the winter.  

Plants that are native to the area are not bothered by freezing weather-they are either cold hardy, or it is part of their natural life cycle to die back when it gets cold.  
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