
What are plant hardiness zones? Many plants that I’ve tried to grow do not seem to live 
through the winter. 
 
If you refer to a plant hardiness map, it divides to U.S. into zones based on the average lowest 
temperatures. It helps gardeners determine which plants are most likely to thrive at a location. 
 
The hardiness zones range from the coldest (Zone 1a) to the warmest (Zone 13b) and are 
divided in 10 degree F increments. In Zone 1a the average annual minimum temperature is -60 
to -55 degrees F. At the warm end of the scale Zone 13b has an average minimum temperature 
of 65 to 70 degrees F. To experience Zone 1, you would have to live in northern Alaska; to 
experience Zone 13b you would have to live in Puerto Rico!   
 
Closer to home, Jefferson County has three plant hardiness Zones. The western part of the 
county near Lake Ontario is Zone 5a (-20 to -15 F). The central part of the county, roughly along 
Route 81, is Zone 4b (-25 to -20 F). The extreme eastern portion of the county is Zone 4a (-30 to 
-25 F). 
 
Individual plant species are placed in hardiness zones based on the minimum cold temperatures 
that they can tolerate. For example, sugar maple is hardy to Zone 3, which means it will survive 
anywhere in the county. The sweet gum tree, on the other hand, is hardy to Zone 5, which 
means it would only survive if planted in the extreme western portion of the county. If you are 
planting in Lorraine the plants must be much hardier than if you were planting in Cape Vincent.  
Just to be on the safe side I recommend that anyone in Jefferson County use Zone 4 plants. It is 
not uncommon to have temperatures of -30 F even in the City of Watertown. In this case Zone 
4 plants would have a good chance of survival.  
 
Any perennial plant (tree, shrub, flower, vine) that you purchase will have a tag that lists either 
the hardiness zone and/or the minimum annual temperature. Read the tag and make sure your 
purchase will tolerate the cold temperatures in your area. If a hardiness zone is not listed do 
not buy the plant! Annual plants will not have tags that indicate hardiness since they live for 
only one season. 
 
For a map of New York State Plant Hardiness Zones visit http://www.usna.usda.gov/Hardzone/. 
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