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PROTECTING PLANTS FROM A FREEZE
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

Cold weather came knocking on our door last week, but most of us missed a freeze.  A few of the  more tender (as in not native and not adapted to our area) plants showed some leaf damage but almost all the plants were okay.  Native and adapted plants can handle the occasional cold weather; it is a normal part of our climate.  

It has been a tough weather year and no doubt there will eventually be a freeze, so plants may benefit from a few precautions.  As soon as you hear that very cold weather is on its way, water all your plants thoroughly since moist soil will hold more heat than dry soil that has more air spaces.  Temperatures during the day will probably be at least somewhat warmer than at night and will warm the moist soil at least a bit.  

Gather sheets, blankets, tarps, cardboard boxes and anything thing else you could cover your plants with if you plan to do so.  The goal is to trap heat from the ground under the covering, so make sure it goes all the way to the ground and is anchored with bricks, rocks or other heavy things.  The more ground that is included under the cover, the better chance the plant has.  Just wrapping a covering around a plant doesn’t protect it, except from drying winds, since the plant is not producing heat.  Some people put outdoor Christmas lights, or jugs filled with warm water under the cover for an additional source of some heat.  Be sure the cover is not in contact with any lights. 

Don’t worry too much about the cover touching the plant; although a few leaves that are touching it may be damaged, most of the plant will not be.  More fragile plants (if they are the “right” size) can have a tomato cage pushed into the ground over them, to keep the covering material off them.  Tall plants in containers can be laid down to make covering them easier and more effective.

Plants can also be moved into the garage or under some type of roof, because some heat will be trapped under them and it might be enough to keep the plant from freezing.  Put them under a carport, a patio table, the eave of the house, even under trees or other plants.  

Cold temperatures can damage the entire plant, or parts such as leaves, buds, flowers, trunks, stems or roots.  So, some plants may die in a hard freeze, but most that are damaged will die back to the ground and then regrow from the roots next spring. 

If we do get a hard freeze, don’t prune off the plant parts that appear dead, they may still be alive and put out new buds and leaves in the spring, and in some cases, they may protect other parts of the plant.  Be patient, wait at least until February to prune off woody branches that you think were killed.  There’s no reason to rush anyway as it doesn’t help the plant to prune off dead wood at this point.  When things warm up and new buds form and develop into leaves, it will become obvious where to make pruning cuts to remove dead sections. However, this is a good time to prune shrubs and trees to control their size or to shape them.  

Plants that are not woody and have tissue that has turned mushy should be trimmed after a freeze.  Remove the damaged tissue within a couple of weeks to prevent pathogens that might have entered through it from moving toward the center of the plant.  Cut off anything that is mushy, and be sure to dip your pruners in rubbing alcohol for 30 seconds between cuts to keep from spreading potential pathogens to other plants or plant parts. 

Any stress to plants, including hurricanes, freezing temperatures, excessive water, drought, and improper or overly-enthusiastic pruning, can weaken plants and make them susceptible to diseases and insect infestations that wouldn’t harm a healthy plant.  So, be kind to them but don’t “kill them with kindness”.  
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