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Protect your garden from the cold

Oh Baby, it’s Cold Outside!  Cold Temperatures, Wind and Drought are events that injure plants during the winter.   The sub-zero temperature we experienced in December may be the first of several cold spells in our area. We still have the rest of January, February, parts of March and possibly longer in which we could still see some winter weather and potential damage.
Importantly, there are several things that you can do to help protect your trees and shrubs:

Mulch, compost, leaves and any kind of organic matter will protect root systems.  A mulch of leaves or snow, or compost, can help insulate root systems, allowing water to move from the ground and into the plant most of the winter.

Snow can also be an insulator for many plants.  Although snow can act as excellent mulch on the ground, it can also weigh down the branches of shrubs with weak structures.  If we have a heavy snow, knock the snow off the branches every two or three days.

Don't walk on your lawn, especially if there is no snow to insulate the grass. Walking on the lawn can break the leaf tissue and damage the grass if it is frozen.

Let’s talk about Winter Drought.

Landscape plants, including woody shrubs and perennials in central Oregon, may need supplemental water during the winter.

In the drier, colder parts of our State, there may not be enough snowfall to protect plants and provide moisture. Cold weather and drying wind combined with sparse snow cover can damage plant root systems.

During winter dry spells, when there is little or no snow on the ground, a deep watering every six to eight weeks will be enough to keep plants from drying out. Water only when the air temperature is above freezing, and early in the day so the water will have time to soak in, before nighttime freezing.

Winter Drought-damaged plants are often so weak they do leaf out, but then may die. Others die from drought stress during the winter months. These plants may appear to have been killed by the cold, but more likely the cause is a lack of sustaining water.

Rhododendrons are hammered right now particularly because of the frozen ground.  That's because there is no water available to move needed moisture and nutrients from the roots to the leaves and to other tissues throughout the plant. Thirsty rhododendron leaves will look floppy and weak until the temperatures move above 32 degrees and the ground thaws. 

Direct Damage from Cold Temperatures

Next spring you may notice some brown freeze streaks and damage on the leaves of the spring-flowering trees and bulbs that you have put in the ground. Remember that our past cold spell will likely cause a lot of leaf and tissue damage. Frost damage causes leaves to appear water-soaked or shriveled, or to turn dark brown or black, but does not always kill the plant.

Dieback
Dieback is simply plant parts, such as twigs and buds, being killed by cold. This is often seen on deciduous shrubs, or those that lose their leaves. Many plants such as forsythia have flower and leaf buds, the leaf buds being much hardier. This is the reason in some years with extreme cold you see the plants leaf out but with no flowers. Not much can be done to protect such plants, except to select more hardy varieties. Make sure next season in late summer you don’t overwater, prune, or fertilize. These may stimulate vigorous growth which will not harden properly. 

If a tree or shrub is injured from dieback, don’t be too eager to prune off the apparent dead branches. Often these only may be dead on the surface, with living tissue underneath which will produce buds. So, wait until mid-spring to prune such branches, especially on less hardy roses which often show at least some dieback.

Frost Heave

Another way that cold may damage trees and shrubs is through repeated freezing and thawing of soil in spring, called “frost heaving.” Such expanding and contraction of soil around roots can damage them, and raise new plantings or “heave” them from the soil. Mulching, as well as planting early in the season so plants can be well-rooted by fall, minimizes frost heaving.
Another wintertime concern for Central Oregon gardens is Sun-Scald. 

When the Sun is at a lower angle in the sky during the winter, high intensity sunlight heats up the south and southwest side of deciduous tree trunks. This causes cells to come out of dormancy and become active. After sunset or as weather changes, the sudden drop in temperature kills active cells and tissue.

Young trees with thin bark – such as maples, ash and aspen – are especially vulnerable to sun-scald.
Damage from sunscald injury can result in bark cracking, or shedding of surface bark. This may cause significant stress for trees and presents an avenue for pests and diseases to enter the damaged area. Damage from sunscald injury may eventually heal, but the damaged areas should not be painted or filled with any sealing substance such as paint or tar. 

To prevent sunscald injury, wrap the bark of vulnerable trees with either tree-wrap, plastic tree guards or similar light colored material.  This tree wrap, is available at local garden centers and nurseries. Start wrapping at the base of the tree, overlapping one-third with each turn. This ensures the wrap will shed water. Wrap up to just above the second branch and secure with stretchable tape.

The wrap should be removed in early spring.  This is around April for our area. Do not leave the tree wrap on during the summer.  Tree wrap not removed in early spring may harbor unwanted insects during the growing season. This wrap can be used for 2 to 3 years, until the young trees have developed thicker bark.
For more information about Winter Survival in your garden, or any other garden questions you have, go to our website at www.gocomga.com and click on the KPOV tab on the orange bar. Thanks for listening to Gardening: Get Good at It.

Resources:

This web site includes pictures that illustrate the effects of Sunscald on Trees and Shrubs:
Sunscald Injury or Southwest Winter Injury on Deciduous Trees, Utah State University, Cooperative Extension http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/factsheet/nr_ff_021pr.pdf
Snow or lack thereof - effects on landscape plants, Oregon State University, Extension Service 
http://extension.oregonstate.edu/gardening/node/745/print
Eight ways to protect your garden from ice and cold, Oregon State University, Extension Service http://extension.oregonstate.edu/gardening/node/2311/print
Protecting Trees and Shrubs from Cold, University of Vermont Extension, Department of Plant and Soil Science.   http://pss.uvm.edu/ppp/articles/colddamage.html
