CORNELL

COOPERATIVE HOME GROWN FACTS

EXTENSION OF

ONEIDA COUNTY 121 Second Street Oriskany, NY 13424-9799

(315) 736-3394 or (315) 337-2531 FAX: (315) 736-2580

POINSETTIA
(Euphorbia pulcherrima)

" Poinsettiais perhaps the most common plant gift of the Christmas season. It is
W colorful, traditional and looks like it should be tough to withstand any conditions
SR in the home. Many recipients assume that it will last for months in the home en-
2% | vironment. Cared-for properly and the poinsettia will give weeks of color and

the plant may have gotten a draft in the store where it was sold. If the plant al-
ready had leaves with a yellowish cast to them when you received it, then they will not last long into the winter.
Often the red, white or pink bracts (often thought of as the flower itself) will stay on the plant longer than the
green |leaves.

Perhaps the most important thing you need to care about is proper watering. The plant was often grown in a
greenhouse in its pot, with a sophisticated watering system or trained greenhouse workers who watered it prop-
erly. Then it was sent off to the retail market for sale.

If it stayed at the retail market more than afew days, it probably got watered alittle less than perfectly. It was the
holiday sales season, with busy shopkeeper, after all. Then it was sold and the first thing they probably did was
wrap colorful foil around the pot to make it more attractive as a gift. Then the problem really began.

Every time after that when it was watered, the excess water was trapped inside that colorful foil around the pot.
So thefirst thing you need to do to care for your holiday Christmas poinsettiais remove the foil. Set it on aplastic
tray or ceramic dish to protect your furniture or sill.

Keep the soil damp but not sopping wet. The dampness should feel cool to the touch. Lift up the pot after you
have watered it. Take note of the weight of the pot with freshly watered soil. The weight will get lighter asthe
water is absorbed by the plant roots, but there reaches a point when it gets so light weight that is noticeable. It al-
most feelslike afeather when it isdry. At that point, too, the soil actually has changed color from the dark
(almost) black color of wet soil to a medium brown color of dry soil.

Y ou never want the soil to get to that light weight, medium brown colored soil. That would be under-watering it.
And you never want the soil to always be that heavy weight, dark (almost) black colored soil. That would be
over-watering it. Somewhere in between is best.

Of course, that comes with experience to know what that "in-between" feel and color is like. How do you get that
experience? Get in the habit of feeling the soil every day. Once you have removed that colored foil around the
pot, it will be easier to get your finger down there to feel the top of the soil. It'stakes 5 seconds of your time.
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That damp feel (I call it towel-damp) should be as uniform as possible each day. Catch it before it starts going
dry, but if you always have that cold, wet feel then the plant roots are so stressed with all that extrawater sur-
rounding them that they begin to go into akind of shock. That may be when you start seeing lower leaves drop
off from over-watering. They may or may not turn yellow before they drop off. Y ou may even see the flowers and
leaves drooping, looking like they are wilted. (See picture above.)

Interestingly enough, lower leaves also drop off if you let the soil get too dry. Flowers and |eaves can droop when
they are under-watered, too. In fact, that's when they really are wilted. What you see (yellow leaves, dropped
leaves, drooping or wilting) all looks the same to the untrained eye, but the cause could be as different as too
much water or too little water. Only you will know which it is.

Whenever you do water the plant, water it thoroughly until the water drips out of the holes at the bottom of the
pot. That's what the holes are there for. Most peopl e take the poinsettia to the kitchen sink to water it properly.
Anyone who gingerly tries to water the plant with the pot sitting initstray or dish on the living room end table
will know that it is almost impossible to give the plant a thorough watering when you are more worried about
spilling onto the furniture or getting the water into the pot evenly.

Now how often should you water? It would be simple to give you aformula or routine here, but | will resist. Ina
greenhouse, where the temperature and air movement is more controllable, the commercial grower may have a
predicable schedule. But in the home, there is inconsistency. Some homes are kept warmer than others. Some-
times you move the plant to awarmer or cooler spot for display. Displaying it in awindow might be different
from displaying it in adark corner of the room. Sometimes the door opens more often over the holidays putting
the poinsettiain adraft. You will just have to monitor the plant for yourself and figure out how often it needs wa-
ter -- by touching the soil, color observation and how heavy the pot feels.

Y ou are probably saying right about now that you can't win. But you can. The majority of poinsettia caretakers at
home do get it right. They do win the game of proper watering. Not too wet, not too dry, just right in-between.
Enjoy.

by Charlie Mazza

Senior Extension Associate
Cornell Cooperative Extension
2001/01/02

Source:  http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/factsheets/mi sc/poinsettiacare.html
GROWING CONDITIONS

Light: Poinsettias need sun for at least half the day. Remember, they are coming from greenhouses where they
received plenty of sun.

Water: Let the soil dry out slightly between thorough waterings. Puncture a hole in the bottom of the decorative
foil that covers the container to allow water to drain.

Fertilizer: Do not use fertilizer during bloom.
Soil: A good soil mix is1 part sterile soil; 1 part peat moss; 1 part sand, perlite or vermiculite.

Temperature: |deal temperatures are 65-72°F during the day and 60-65°F at night. Protect the plant from drafts.
Do not place poinsettias near any direct heaters or radiators.

Propagation: Cuttings taken in July and August are the easiest form of propagation. The cuttings should be 3-4



incheslong with 3-4 leaves. Place these in a clean pot of sand, perlite, vermiculite, or a combination of these 3
media. Water the cuttings after insertion into the medium. Use of arooting hormone is optional.

Repotting: Between 2 and 4 rooted cuttings should be repotted per 6-8 inch container. Also, you may repot poin-
settias when you cut them back.

I nsects and Diseases: Poinsettias are rarely plagued by insects or diseases. However, if you think you have one
of these problems, contact Cooperative Extension for further information.

REFLOWERING POINSETTIAS

Depending on environmental conditions, your poinsettia may last up to several months after Christmas. When the
bracts start fading towards summer, cut the old stems back to about 6 inches from the soil and continue to provide
good light. Place the poinsettia outdoors for the summer.

Poinsettias need to be pinched back frequently during the summer to encourage branching. Y ou should also fer-
tilize the poinsettias with 20-20-20 or asimilar material every 2 weeks while the plants are vigorously growing at
thistime. Return the poinsettias indoors before outdoor night temperatures fall to 40°F.

Poinsettias naturally form their buds over a 6-week period in the fall when the nights become longer and days
shorter. Indoor poinsettias must be given similar conditions to bloom in December. Starting around mid-
September and continuing through the end of October, for at least 6 weeks, give them 11 hours of bright indirect
or sunny light and 13 hours of continuous uninterrupted darkness with night temperatures about 65°F. Y ou could
provide this type of situation by placing the poinsettiain an unused room or closet or covering it with a black
cloth. Once the buds are formed by mid-November, the poinsettias can be treated normally again and will bloom
regardless of the environment.

Information for this fact sheet was obtained from the NY State Horticulture Study Guide for youth at
www.hort.cornell.edu/4hplants/flowers

This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly,
some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides dis-
tributed, sold, and/or applied in New Y ork State must be registered with the New Y ork State Department of Envi-
ronmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in
New Y ork State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your regional
DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPL YING ANY PESTICIDE.
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