
What to Do in December 
 

By Kim Kleman, Master Gardener Volunteer with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 

 

Dec. 5 or 6 

 

Perennials: If you still have loose spring flowering bulbs but haven’t planted them, you can do this as long as 

the ground isn’t frozen. Set them in odd-numbered groups or drifts in soil that drains well. Who couldn’t use a 

burst of beauty in spring after we weather a long pandemic winter?  

  

Flowers: Indoors, it’s the season for Thanksgiving and Christmas cacti (and a few other forest cacti types) to 

bloom. To extend the show, keep them in a cool room and provide bright but indirect light. Water the potting 

mix just as it begins to dry out, without allowing it to become soggy.  

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Collards and kale taste best after a few frosts and may survive the winter in warmer 

parts of our region with protection. Those that make it through can produce (edible) flowers in addition to an 

early harvest of leaves. Brussels sprouts also hold well. Harvest through the holidays or beyond under mild 

winter conditions. 

 

Trees and Shrubs: If a tall permanent barrier fence is not in your budget, protect “deer-candy shrubs” like 

azalea, rhododendron and yew with netting, supported by posts if possible. This may be less of a bother and 

expense than repellent sprays that must be reapplied regularly. 

 

Lawns: Continue to clear away leaves that build up on top of the lawn before the snow flies. If there are few 

leaves that would disappear into the grass when you mow, you can run the mower and leave them in place. Put 

fertilizer products in storage. New York State law prohibits lawn fertilizer applications between December 1 

and April 1, but it’s best to wait until around Memorial Day if you need to fertilize the grass. Make sure you’ve 

stored lawn (and all) pesticides where they won’t freeze, away from food storage and out of reach of children 

and animals. 
 

Houseplants: Watch for aphids and spider mites that could be overwintering on indoor plants. To manage pests 

found, contact your local Cooperative Extension. 
 

General: The perfect holiday gift for green thumbs is a gift subscription to the Home Garden Lecture Series, 

one webinar lecture per month from January through June on timely garden topics, through Cornell Cooperative 

Extension of Westchester. Advance registration is required. The whole webinar series is a steal at $25; 

individual webinars are $5 each. For more information, please contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email 

westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/47684/2021_Home_Gardening_Lecture_Series.pd

f?1603296827 

 

Dec. 12 or 13 

 

Perennials: When the ground is frozen, mulch perennial beds so roots aren’t damaged during freeze and thaw 

cycles. If you haven’t yet winterized your tools, do it now. Turn off outside taps at the water main, drain the line 

and store the hoses. Clean and sharpen garden tools so you’re ready for spring. 

 

Flowers: Want your poinsettias to last well past the holidays? Expose them to lots of sun and cool night 

temperatures in the 50s or 60s. Protect them from drafts and direct heat sources. Water the plants and drain well, 

allowing them to dry slightly between waterings without getting to the point of wilting. Enjoy the show! 
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Fruits and Vegetables: Continue to check your veggie garden for harvestable produce. You can’t beat 

homemade soup to help combat the winter blahs, especially this year. A nice diversion could be to find a few 

new recipes. While you’re at it, you can learn about some new herbs and vegetables you’ve always wanted to 

try. See Cornell vegetable growing guides at http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/index.html  
 

Trees and Shrubs: Blueberries provide healthy, delicious fruit in season and ornamental interest throughout 

the rest of year. If you’ve thought about growing this native crop and want to move forward, begin planning 

now. Assess site conditions to select the best site for the shrubs. Choose a spot that is protected and sunny all 

through the growing season, with well-drained soil and plenty of organic matter (or add compost if needed). 

Unless your soil is already strongly acidic, it may take a season or more to adjust and this will likely be an 

ongoing task. If you construct raised beds, you can add a suitable soil mix, and the frames can serve as a base to 

support a temporary netted enclosure that protects the ripe fruit from birds.  

 

Lawns: Cold weather is here and grass growth has slowed considerably or stopped, so it’s time to put away the 

mower. To winterize power equipment, change the oil, lubricate parts and drain fuel or add a gas stabilizer to 

fuel tanks. 
 

Houseplants: Keep houseplants away from chilly windows and cold drafts on frosty nights. Tropical plants 

may be damaged by a blast of cold air or prolonged temperatures under 50, 60 or even 70°F if they are very 

sensitive. The hot dry air given off by heaters can dry out tender leaves and cause brown leaf tips. 
  
General: The perfect holiday gift for green thumbs is a gift subscription to the Home Garden Lecture Series, 

one webinar lecture per month from January through June on timely garden topics, through Cornell Cooperative 

Extension of Westchester. Advance registration is required. The whole webinar series is $25; individual 

webinars are $5 each. For more information, please contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email 

westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/47684/2021_Home_Gardening_Lecture_Series.pd

f?1603296827 

 

Dec. 19 or 20 

 

Perennials: Winter challenge: Get creative with your floral arrangements. Try a unique vessel and add 

interesting branches, grasses and/or herbs mixed in with flowers, for starters. Try to have a fresh arrangement in 

your home throughout the winter. Instant pick-me-up! 

 

Flowers: Treat yourself to some paperwhite narcissus flowers. No need to fuss over these “one and done” 

flowering plants. Put bulbs in a container with pebbles and water. Keep the water level over the roots only (it’s 

ok if there’s a small air gap between roots and the base of the bulb). Set the container in a cool place that gets 

bright light to watch the plant develop, then enjoy the fragrant flowers. 

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Learn about pruning pome fruit (apple, pear) trees in the coming months, so you will 

be ready to train these trees to an open, well-balanced form in early spring before growth starts. Remove dead 

branches and mark weak, crossing or unproductive shoots with surveyor’s tape or other soft material for 

removal in spring. Except for dead wood, leave pruning of stone fruit trees such as peach and plum until after 

the flowers fade. 

 

Trees and Shrubs: Lightly trim your hollies now and use the cuttings in bouquets. Save corrective pruning for 

spring as growth resumes. Mulch roses after the soil freezes by covering the crown with up to 10 inches of soil, 

wood chips, pine needles or other mulch. 

 

Lawns: Keep off your lawn after a heavy frost or snow; foot traffic can damage the grass underneath. 
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Houseplants: Watering with ice cold water can shock plants. It’s better to use tepid water.  
 

General: Need a last minute gift for a green thumb? The perfect present is a gift subscription to the Home 

Garden Lecture Series, one webinar lecture per month from January through June on timely garden topics, 

through Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester. Advance registration is required. The whole webinar 

series is $25; individual webinars are $5 each. For more information, please contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or 

email westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/47684/2021_Home_Gardening_Lecture_Series.pd

f?1603296827 

 

Dec. 26 or 27 

 

Perennials: If you bought a cut Christmas tree this year or decorated with pine boughs, consider laying cut 

branches and boughs over your perennials to protect them after the holidays are over. Look through catalogs for 

ideas of new varieties to plant in spring. 

 

Flowers: Inventory your leftover seeds, so you don’t end up buying what you already have. (Seeds should be 

stored in a cool, dry place.) 
  
Fruits and Vegetables: Clean up any remaining crops that are finished. Take advantage of your cleared 

vegetable garden to determine where you might install permanent paths. Do an inventory of your vegetable 

seeds, too. 

 

Trees and Shrubs: How many different trees can you identify when they don’t have leaves? This winter, 

commit to learning a few more by knowing how to ID bark, twigs and buds. Most libraries have field guides. 

“Know Your Trees” is a longtime source about 50 trees common to New York. Here’s an online version: 

http://bhort.bh.cornell.edu/tree/trees.htm  

 

Lawns: Beat the spring rush by taking your mower in for servicing (blade sharpening, a tune up and such) 

during the off season.  
 

Houseplants: How about trying some new plants in the new year? Cacti and succulents have been especially 

popular. These do well under dry indoor conditions when the heat is on and are a good choice for a bright, 

sunny room. Forest cacti, pearl plant (Haworthia), bird’s nest and other snake plants (Dracaena trifasciata), and 

wax plants (Hoya) tolerate lower lighting and are worth trying, especially if you don’t have a lot of direct 

sunlight.  
 

General: Peruse the photos you’ve taken and your garden notes to begin planning next year’s beds. Identify 

plants that would do best under the conditions in your landscape and jazz up places that could use some 

additional winter interest. Make a wish list to order for spring planting. 
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