
    By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Once the days begin to get shorter and autumn approaches, houseplants respond in much the same way that 

trees do.  Their growth slows down, flowering stops and some may even drop large numbers of leaves.  All of 

these ‘symptoms’ are natural reactions of houseplants to changes in the environment.  In the spring and 

summer, houseplants are actively growing.  In the winter, they are ‘at rest’.  This rest period is a good thing 

that is needed by many plants.  Unfortunately, many problems can crop up during the winter months.   

Low humidity is the biggest problem.  In the spring and summer, the heat is off and windows are open.  

There is more moisture inside our homes.  In the winter, with furnaces on, homes may have a relative 

humidity that is only 10 to 20%.  Houseplants like the relative humidity to be in the 40 to 50% range.  There 

are several things you can do to overcome this problem:  

1. Group plants together.  This creates a ‘mini-environment’ that is higher in humidity. 

2. Place plants on top of saucers that are filled with gravel, then add water to the saucer.  Just make sure 

that the bottom of the pot is not sitting in water. 

3. Move plants away from heat sources like hot air vents, radiators and stoves. 

4. Misting won’t hurt, but it would have to be done several times a day to have any effect on the humidity.  

The watering of houseplants during the winter brings up 

a ‘catch-22’ situation.  Generally, plants require less 

water in the winter because they are not actively 

growing.  But, if the air is extremely dry or the plants are 

near a heat source, they may require more water than 

they do in the summer.  Again, move plants away from 

heat sources.  Remember that watering is dependent on 

location, humidity and the species of plant.  It is better 

to keep the plants on the dry side.  Water when the soil 

is barely dry to the touch. Also, water thoroughly so that 

water runs out of the bottom of the pot.  Any extra 

water that remains in the saucer should be poured off.  I 

place all of my houseplants in the bathtub when I water 

them so that they can drain freely.  
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Another big problem for houseplants in the winter is the lack of sunlight.  The days are shorter, and the 

sunlight is less intense.  About the only thing you can do is to move your plants to a south-facing window. 

Houseplants like daytime temperatures that are between 65 and 70 degrees and night temperatures of 60 to 

65 degrees.  For plants that are near heat sources, the temperature may actually be much higher. 

Temperatures below 50 degrees may damage some houseplants.  Remove plants from cold windowsills and 

from unheated rooms. 

Odema is a common problem with 

houseplants in the winter.  Corky blisters, 

or leaf spots form on the undersides of 

leaves.  Species like peperomia, Swedish 

ivy, schefflera, begonia and ivy geranium 

are the most susceptible.  Odema can be 

overcome by increasing the air circulation 

around the plants.  Give them less water 

and more light.  Provide a warmer growing 

area, if necessary. 

Leaf drop and flower bud drop are common 

in the winter, also. Remember that these 

are natural reactions.  Remove any dead 

material to prevent disease problems. 

Even though your houseplants may look dull during the winter, resist the temptation to fertilize them.  The 

plants are not actively growing any fertilization is just a waste of time and money.  It may even be harmful to 

the plant.  Many plants need the winter rest period and stimulating their growth may lead to other problems.  

Also, over-fertilization can cause toxic amounts of salts to build up in the soil.  Start fertilizing again in April or 

May.  The plant will let you know when it is time- you’ll see a flush of new growth. 

Winter is a good time to ‘clean’ your houseplants.  You may notice a build-up of dust or grease on large-leafed 

plants.  Cleaning the leaves will encourage more growth in the spring and control insects.  On plants with 

large, firm leaves use a sponge or a cloth, and a mild solution of dish soap and warm water to wash the leaves.  

You can also spray the plants in the shower.  Just be sure to adjust the temperature first.  Speaking of water on 

leaves, African violets do not appreciate this.  Water, especially cold water, will cause brown spots to form on 

their leaves. 

If you can keep your houseplants healthy over the winter, you will be rewarded with more growth and flowers 

in the spring! 
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