
This article is part of a weekly series 
published in the Batavia Daily News by 
Jan Beglinger, Agriculture Outreach 
Coordinator for CCE of Genesee County. 

 
 

 

Master Gardener Corner: Getting the Garden Ready for 
Winter  
Originally Published: Week of November 3, 2015 
 

The leaves are falling and we’ve had a couple of frosts but there are still 
chores that can be done in the garden to help prepare it for winter.  Winter 
can be stressful on plants in the landscape, especially trees and shrubs.  
Rapid temperature changes, frigid temperatures, drying winds, late spring 
freezes, plus ice and snow can all cause damage.  How well a plant 
withstands such conditions depends on the species, site conditions, the 
plants health and how severe the winter is.  The hardest winters are those 
that are very cold with little snow cover.  Giving your plants some extra 
attention now can help make it to spring. 

 

Organic mulches can act as an insulator through the cold winter months and keep the ground frozen.  Mulching 
now will also help conserve whatever water is in the soil.  Winter mulching of perennial beds is usually done 
after the first hard frost.  Spread a 2 to 4 inch layer of mulch around the base of the plants.  A 2 to 4 inch layer 
of mulch around the base of trees and shrubs will conserve soil moisture and help prevent winter desiccation.  
Do not pile mulch around the tree trunks as this will encourage gnawing rodents and diseases.  Shredded leaves 
and boughs from discarded Christmas trees offer good winter protection. 

 

For new fall plantings apply 2 to 3 inches of wood chips or other organic mulch.  This will help keep the soil 
temperatures warmer in the fall, extending conditions for root growth.  Once the soil is frozen, a layer of mulch 
will help keep the soil from thawing during warm spells.  Freeze-thaw cycles can cause the root ball to heave, 
exposing the roots to cold temperatures and drying winds, most likely killing the plant. 

 

The greatest danger to evergreens during the winter is probably desiccation.  Winter sun and wind cause foliage 
to transpire but the roots are unable to replace that lost water from frozen soil.  Sudden warm spells when the 
ground is still frozen can also be a problem.  Evergreens respond to the warmth by opening their stomata’s 
which lets water evaporate.  The roots cannot draw up enough water so leaves will brown and die.  Twigs and 
buds can become brittle.  Often winter injury is not visible until the following spring.  Established plants as well 
as new transplants will benefit from watering until the ground freezes.  After deciduous trees drop their leaves 
but before the ground freezes, if Mother Nature does not provide it, give trees and shrubs a final deep watering 
to last them through the winter.  A 4 inch layer of mulch around shrubs and young trees can also help keep 
water available. 

 

Newly planted trees and shrubs or evergreens on windy, exposed sites will benefit from some kind of wind 
screen.  Windbreaks will help reduce the force of the wind and shade the plants from winter sun.  They can be 
created by attaching materials to a frame around a plant or small evergreens can be protected by wrapping 
them in burlap.  Leave an opening at the top and bottom when wrapping.  Do not use plastic to wrap or cover 
plants with as it will heat up like a greenhouse and cook your plants. 

 

Deer, rabbits, mice and voles can also damage plants.  Voles feed all winter long by gnawing on bark, plant 
crowns, seeds, bulbs and roots.  Rabbits eat the bark of many landscape plants and will nip off branches.  We all 



Our garden at CCE Genesee is lovely 
in any season!  

know what deer can do in the landscape!  Discourage rodents by reducing or eliminating vegetation around tree 
trunks.  Tree trunks can be protected with hardware cloth wrapped around the trunk 12 to 18 inches high, but 
not tightly against the trunk.  If rabbits are a problem go 18 to 24 inches above the snow line.  Plastic spiral 
guards can also be used, but they need to be removed in spring since they encourage trunk boring insects. 

 

Gather leaves to add to the compost pile or to shred and use as winter mulch.  
Leaves that pack down and rot slowly should be raked off perennial beds.  
Removing leaves allows water and air to get to the plants, preventing them from 
suffocating.  While fallen leaves are an asset to the garden, matted leaves on your 
lawn prevent the sun from reaching it.  Your lawn can use all the light it can get 
now to prepare for winter. 

 

Plan ahead if you are going to get a living Christmas tree this year.  Dig the hole 
now before the soil freezes.  Fill the hole with leaves and cover with a tarp or a 
sheet of plywood.  Store the soil you take out of the hole in the garage or shed. 

 
Store your pesticides properly for the winter.  Check labels as some should not be stored below 40 degrees F.  
Exposure to low temperatures may result in the material deteriorating.  Powders and granules are not usually 
affected by low temperatures but these materials should be stored in a dry place as moisture may promote 
caking or reduce their effectiveness.  Never store pesticides with or near food, medicine, or cleaning supplies.  
Pesticides should always be kept in their original container.  Always check the label before disposing of small 
amounts of leftover garden pesticides or empty containers for proper disposal methods.  Pesticide sprayers 
should be thoroughly washed and rinsed.  Most pesticides recommend triple rinsing.  Dry thoroughly. 

 

Once your garden chores are done, winterize your tools and equipment.  Remove dirt with a wire brush, scraper 
or water.  Lubricate all springs and pivot points.  Sharpen pruners, loppers, saws, hoes and shovels.  To prevent 
rust, spray bare metal and cutting edges with an oil like WD-40.  Use boiled linseed oil on wooden handles to 
help prevent the wood from cracking and drying.  Drain water from hoses and store them loosely.  Don’t kink 
the hose as that can become a weak spot or crack. 

 

Winterizing your garden will help your plants survive winter conditions and give you a head start on next year. 
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