Week of December 17, 2000


Shh!  Plants Are Sleeping


Willie Chance

The last leaves are coming off the trees and many shrubs.  They are settling in for a long winter’s nap.  Other shrubs and trees are slowing growth until next spring.  Are there any things we should do to them while they rest?

This is a good time to move plants.  Let me make it clear up front though that I do not like to move plants once they are in the ground.  We need to plan ahead and to plant them where they will not need to be moved again.  Moving established plants is like performing open heart surgery on them.  It is very stressful, slows their development and may kill them.

If you must move them, do it this way.  The roots of a plant extend well beyond the branches.  When you move it, you lose many of those roots.  This shocks the plant.

To reduce plant shock, reduce the root system size.  We do this by cutting down around the plant as though we were going to dig it up.  Cutting down around the plant cuts roots and makes the root ball smaller.  Cut out the size root ball that you feel you can move.

Do not move the plant now.  Let it stay where it is for 30 to 45 days.  This lets the plant recover.  Then move the plant to the new site.

You can prevent having to move plants with advance planning.  Know how big your plant will get.  Plant it in a spot that is large enough.  Do not plan to prune the plant to keep it small.  This only causes more work for you and stresses the plant.

Some plants get big.  (The Leyland cypress we all love can get 30' wide and 60' tall!)  Buy a plant that fits your needs.  While plants sleep is a good time to plant.  They will just wake up in a new location.

The sleepy time is also a better time to work around trees.  You notice I said a ‘better’ time.  There is no good time to dig around, drive over or disturb tree roots!  Stay away from trees to preserve their life and health.  Build barriers at the drip line around trees when building.  Do not park under or drive around trees.

If we must disturb trees - do it now.  Finish your project before trees awake in the spring.  Plants are very sensitive to injury in the spring.

Many trees are removed in winter.  Some are ground up into mulch.  Do not use this until it ages for three or four months.  Some fresh mulches release toxins that can hurt plants.  Let it age by keeping the pile wet and perhaps putting some fertilizer on it.  Then use it as a two to three inch mulch around trees and shrubs.

Do not mix this in with the soil as a soil amendment.  It may take a year or more for the wood to decompose well enough to be used this way.  Use compost, aged ground pine bark or rotted animal manures to add to the soil.

For more information on giving your plants a good rest, contact the Houston County Extension Service.  You can E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or look our number up as the Cooperative Extension Service under Houston County government.  We are taking applications for the 2001 Master Gardener class through December 28.  We will be closed for the holidays from December 25 through January 1.

