December 9, 2004
Stalwart gardeners continue to garden even in the face of cold weather. The problems they face change somewhat as well as the questions they ask.

When can I prune my azalea? It has several long branches on it! We typically prune azaleas and other spring flowering shrubs from just after bloom through mid July. Spring flowering shrubs begin forming next year’s flower buds in mid-July or later. If we prune these from mid-July through bloom, we will probably cut off the flowers.

We can cut off individual branches now without hurting the bloom much. We will remove the flowers that would be on this branch, but this will not hurt the overall looks much. Cut individual branches off with a pair of hand shears. Make the cut deep inside the plant so the cut will not show up. Do not shear the plant or cut much off the plant. The flower buds are on the end of the branches. Removing branch tips removes flowers.

You may just want to let the long branches stay on the plant. The plant will grow little between now and bloom. Let the long branches remain for now and cut them off after they bloom. 

What do I need to do to my sprinkler system this winter? We sometimes get away with doing nothing and everything is okay. This depends on the weather, which is not always dependable in Georgia. The ground does not usually freeze more than one to two inches deep and then only briefly. This means that buried components of the system should be fine. These tips from Extension Engineer Kerry Harrison can help you to protect your system this winter.
When water freezes, it expands. Water freezing in pipes can burst the pipes. Exposed parts of the sprinkler system can be damaged during a freeze. This is especially true the longer the temperatures are near or below freezing. Exposed components that can be at risk include valves, backflow preventers, fertilizer injectors and other parts that are not covered by two or more inches of soil.
The system may be off and still full of water. If the system has water in it, freezing temperatures can damage these parts of the system. You will not know about the damage until you see a geyser next spring. To protect these components, wrap them with some type of insulator. There are many choices at the hardware stores. Remember that to insulate something you typically want to create a ‘dead air’ space around the object to be protected. This immoveable cushion of air that is around these components will help slow the rate at which the water inside them cools and freezes.

Water can freeze in sprinkler heads as well, damaging them. We cannot insulate all the heads so we have to drain the system to protect them. Systems may have a drain that you can use to drain the water out. This will be in a low area or a pit. Some systems may have an automatic drain. Ask your irrigation professional about this.

Hoses and sprinklers can be at risk as well. Disconnect and drain them. Store them where they will not freeze. If hoses are stored outside, do not bend them during very cold weather. They may crack.
Plastic supply pipes on private wells can freeze as well. Find them and insulate them well. Know where your cutoff valve is in case you have a problem.

Even plastic supply lines in crawl spaces under houses can freeze. This is not as likely as pipes outside freezing. The heat from the home can help keep pipes under a home warm. Pipes under homes that are not occupied would be more at risk to freeze. Insulating supply lines under houses is a good way to keep pipes from freezing and to keep hot water warm and reduce power bills. Hardware stores sell long sections of foam insulation which can easily be secured around these pipes.
Check your system now before the really cold weather comes in January and February. This may keep you from having to deal with a flood on a warm day next spring or on a cold day this winter.

