
What to Do in December 2021 
 
By Kim Kleman, Master Gardener Volunteer with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 
 

Dec. 6 
 
Perennials: If you still have loose, unplanted spring flowering bulbs, you can plant them now if the ground is 
not frozen. Set them in odd-numbered groups or drifts in soil that drains well. 
 
Flowers To extend the flowering of Thanksgiving and Christmas cacti (and a few other forest cacti types), 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: Clean up any remaining garden debris, fallen fruit, or fruit remaining on trees. Add 
healthy remains that are free of weed seeds to your compost pile. Seedy weeds may be sent to a municipal 
composting facility where heat produced is high enough to kill the seeds. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: If there isn’t a permanent deer fence around “deer-candy shrubs” like azalea, rhododendron, 
and yew, you can protect them with netting, best supported by sturdy posts. 
 
Lawns: 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: As days get shorter, place houseplants in a draft-free place where they can get as much light as 
possible. They’re growing more slowly now, so they may go longer between waterings. Don’t fertilize most 
houseplants until spring. Citrus and other plants that continue to grow normally may benefit from occasional 
fertilizer according to label directions. 
  
General: If you haven’t already done so, winterize irrigation equipment. Turn off outside taps at the water main 
source, drain and store hoses. Clean and sharpen garden tools so you’re ready for spring. 
 
A perfect present is a gift subscription to the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester 2022 Home Garden 
Lecture Series, one webinar lecture per month from January through May on timely garden topics, and an onsite 
garden tour in June. Advance registration is required. Purchased together, the whole series costs $40; individual 
webinars are $5 each, tour $20.00. For more information, contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email 
westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/  
 

Dec. 13 
 
Perennials: Seed heads of black-eyed Susan, coneflowers and native grasses provide welcome meals for 
finches and other songbirds. Hollow stems can provide shelter for insects that provide additional nutrients. 
 
Flowers: Poinsettia plants will last well past the holidays if you expose them to lots of sun and cool night 
temperatures in the 50 to 60°F range. Allow them to dry slightly between waterings. Protect them from drafts 
and direct heat sources.  
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Continue to harvest leeks and other protected winter vegetables. Take advantage of 
cleared areas in the vegetable garden to determine where you might install permanent paths.  
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Trees and Shrubs: You can selectively harvest berry-laden hollies and other evergreens to use for holiday 
decoration. Keeping the natural form of the plant, carefully take a few small boughs to make garlands, add them 
as filler to flower arrangements, or add to containers for winter interest. To keep boughs fresh, stand them in a 
pail of water in a cool place until you’re ready to use them. Consider leaving hydrangea flowers on the plants 
until spring, to help protect buds further down the stems from cold winter temperatures. 
 
Lawns: Before you store the mower (and other gas powered equipment) for the season, change the oil, spark 
plug and air filter and sharpen the blade (or have this done by a professional) so the task doesn’t await you in 
the spring.  
 
Houseplants: Be on the lookout for aphids, mealy bugs, scale, spider mites, thrips and whiteflies. These insects 
can ravage houseplants. If there are too many to remove by hand, contact your local Cooperative Extension for 
advice. 
  
General: Set out birdfeeders if you haven’t already done so and keep them filled. Birds also need an ongoing 
source of fresh, clean water that isn’t frozen. 
 
For the gardener who has everything: a gift subscription to the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester 
2022 Home Garden Lecture Series, one webinar lecture per month from January through May on timely garden 
topics, and an onsite garden tour in June. Advance registration is required. The whole series is $40; individual 
webinars are $5 each, tour is $20.00. For more information, contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email 
westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ 

 
Dec. 20 

 
Perennials: After the ground is frozen, thoroughly mulch bulbs and perennials to protect tender roots from frost 
heave. It’s not too late (or early) to refresh alpine gardens with a fresh layer of grit or stone. 
 
Flowers: Get creative with floral arrangements. Try a unique vessel and add interesting branches, grasses 
and/or herbs mixed in with flowers. 
 
Fruits and Vegetables: You can’t beat homemade soup to help you make it through winter. Find a few recipes 
you try, and plan to make space for growing additional herbs and vegetables you like in the garden next year.  
 
Trees and Shrubs: Remove leaves, grass and weeds around fruit trees and shrubs to discourage mice, voles 
and other critters. Prevent damage to thin barked tree trunks from rabbits and other animals with a cylinder of 
hardware cloth that surrounds the trunk. Set it a couple of inches below and at least 3 feet above the soil surface. 
Extend the barrier above the snow line for your area. 
 
Lawns: Keep off the lawn after a heavy frost or snow; foot traffic can damage the grass underneath. 
 
Houseplants: Use tepid water on houseplants; ice cold water can shock them.  
 
General: Need a last minute gift for a green thumb? The perfect present is a gift subscription to the Cornell 
Cooperative Extension of Westchester 2022 Home Garden Lecture Series, one webinar lecture per month from 
January through May on timely garden topics, and an onsite garden tour in June. Advance registration is 
required. The whole series is $40; individual webinars are $5 each, tour is $20.00. For more information, 
contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email westchester@cornell.edu Check out the brochure at 
http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/  
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Dec. 27 
 
Perennials: After the holidays when the soil is frozen, you can use branches from a cut tree or other boughs 
from decorations to lay over perennials and fall-planted pansies for protection. 
 
Flowers: If you enjoy fragrant plants, treat yourself to some paperwhite narcissus flowers. Put bulbs in a 
container with pebbles and water, set it in a cool place that gets bright light, and enjoy! For continual blooms, 
replace spent plants with new bulbs every two weeks.  
 
Fruits and Vegetables: This is a good time to inventory garden seeds. Many seeds are viable for three to five 
years if stored in a cool dry place. To test germination rates (if you do this closer to when you want to sow seeds 
you can plant those that sprout), select 10 to 20 seeds, roll them up in a damp paper towel, place them in a 
loosely closed plastic bag. Set the bag in a warm spot for a week or more (depending on the crop), keeping the 
paper towel damp. If less than half sprout, or if those that sprout grow poorly over an additional week or so, opt 
for new seeds. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: After the soil is frozen, check the mulch in the root zones of azaleas and rhododendrons. If 
there is less than two inches, add enough to make up this amount. Mulch helps to protect these shallow-rooted 
shrubs from winter damage. Coarse mulch such as shredded oak leaves, pine needles or bark nuggets are ideal. 
 
Lawns: When grass is not growing, mowing is done. Lawns cleared of leaves and other debris: time for a well-
earned break. Enjoy the holiday season! 
 
Houseplants: Keep plants away from chilly entryways and windows. A cold blast of air can easily damage 
indoor plants. 
 
General: Starting in January, the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester 2022 Home Garden Lecture 
Series offers one webinar lecture per month through May on timely garden topics. An onsite garden tour is 
planned for June. Advance registration is required. The whole series is $40; individual webinars are $5 each, 
tour is $20.00. For more information, contact CCE at 914-285-3590 or email westchester@cornell.edu Check 
out the brochure at http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/  
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