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IT IS TIME TO GET OUTSIDE AND DO SOME PLANTING AND PRUNING!
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
It is time to get outside, plant some new things, do some pruning and shaping, and, everybody’s favorite--pull weeds!
It is a great time to plant new plants in the garden.  Look for plants that are native or adapted to this area.  They will require less water, have fewer problems and look better than plants that really prefer different growing conditions.  You can always keep a few of those plants in containers on the patio.  
Worried about pests?  The best way to control pest insects in a yard or garden, much better even than using natural or organic pesticides, is by letting the natural balance in the insect world work itself out.  However, a yard, garden, or farm has been changed from its natural state, so making it more attractive to beneficial enemies, by providing what they need, can help restore the balance.  

A broad diversity of plants with differing sizes and shapes of flowers and leaves provides food and habitat to a variety of insects.  Select a wide variety to provide food and shelter to attract insects such as bees and other pollinators, butterflies, and “good” insects that will feed on the pest insects.  Insects provide many valuable services.  For example, without pollinators, many plants would not produce the fruits, vegetables, fiber, nuts or seeds we depend on so heavily.  Attracting pollinators to your garden just might increase your vegetable yields.  
Lanceleaf coreopsis (Coreopsis lanceolata), common boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum), aster, penstemon, golden zizia or golden Alexanders (Zizia aurea), and spotted bee balm or horsemint (Monarda punctata), are just a few of the flowering plants native to Texas which have been shown to attract pollinators and natural enemies of pest insects.  They are all very pretty as well!
A great place to get plants that grow well in the Coastal Bend is the Master Gardener Spring Plant Sale, March 28, 9:00 am to 1:00 pm, rain or shine.  Experienced Master Gardeners will be available to help you choose plants that will grow well in the specific conditions in your yard.  The Sale is at Coastal Oaks Garden, the Master Gardeners’ beautiful Demonstration Garden, at Texas A&M AgriLife Extension-Aransas County, 892 Airport Road, Rockport.  You’ll be able to see what many of the plants for sale look like when growing in a garden.  Overflow parking is next door at the Transfer Station.  Call the Extension office at 790-0103, or email the Aransas-San Patricio Master Gardeners at aspmastergardeners@gmail.com, if you have any questions. 

When planting, remember to place anything with a stem that is the least bit woody so the soil level when the plant is in the ground is where it was in the original container.  Do not plant them in deeper as it can kill them, or at least result in poor growth.
When you fertilize, use a slow release fertilizer--either or organic or chemical--and apply it sparingly.  Excess fertilizer will leach through the soil and can pollute the bays and estuaries.  A little bit of fertilizer is always better than too much for the plants as well. Read the bag carefully for information on what percentage of the product is slow-release.  Spread fertilizer before mulching.
Speaking of mulching… this is a particularly good time for applying it since we have had some wonderful rain in the last few weeks and the ground is moist.  Spread mulch in your vegetable and flower beds, and around shrubs and trees.  The more places you put it, the better, but always, always, keep it at least a couple inches away from plant stems and trunks.  Mulch conserves soil moisture, reduces weed growth, cuts down on soil erosion, and if it is an organic material, improves the soil as it decomposes.  Apply a layer at least one inch deep, and up to about four inches.
You have waited long enough to determine if branches that may look like they died back during the winter are actually alive or dead.  If there are no new buds, scrape the bark gently with a fingernail-if it is green underneath, it’s alive!  But if it’s brown, cut it back to the  point where you find live wood.  
Certain plants should not be pruned now—do not prune oak trees at this time of year (they should be pruned in the winter or in July or August), or any shrubs or trees that bloom in the spring such as redbuds, anacacho orchid trees, and azaleas, which should be pruned just after they finish blooming.  Pinch or use hedge shears to ‘tip’ shrubs and smaller plants to encourage bushier growth.  
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