
    JANUARY 2022          WNY GARDENING MATTERS                ARTICLE 178

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and 
educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected 
Veterans, and Individuals with Disabilities; 
and provides equal program and employment 

opportunities.

© Copyright 2022 All Rights Reserved

Bulbs: Of Interest to Gardeners

by Carol Ann Harlos

In June 2021, parts of the Netherlands suffered from a 
record-breaking spell of weather: six inches of rain fell 
in a short time. This meant that tulip fields were flooded 
for days. The water level is normally kept at a level by 
machinery which allows the roots to grow towards 
water but prevents the bulbs from being covered by 
water.  The pumps were unable to handle the sudden 
influx of water.

Tulips are normally harvested, then passed through an 
x-ray to check the inside of each bulb. Most had “choked 
centers.” (You may have observed this in onions which 
look normal on the outside but have decayed centers.) If 
such tulips are sold and planted a stem emerges but no 
flower. Most of the tulips were unsaleable. 

Since virtually all tulips are produced in the Netherlands 
and their demand had increased due to the pandemic, 
this was a serious matter. This was especially true for 
“novelty” tulips. (Most hyacinth bulbs had been dug 
before the torrential rain.)

Most Easter lilies are grown in California. Luckily, they 
thrive in microclimates between the mountains and the 
Pacific Ocean. They had a wonderful year, however, they 
cost more than previously.

It Ain’t Necessarily So - Neem Oil

by Carol Ann Harlos

I am in the process of collecting assumptions made by many 
gardeners - yes, MGs as well - that may not be true.  An 
example is the idea that neem oil is a harmless substance that 
takes care of unwanted insects, plant diseases, and fungi.  As 
one person said to me “Well, it’s organic you know.”  
What is Neem Oil?  

It is not just one substance. The oil is made of several 
compounds that are in the oil  produced by pressing the fruits 
and/or the seeds of the neem tree…. The compound of most 
importance is azadirachtin .  What is left is an oil which is 
hydrophobic (It repels water.)  I remember trying to mix a form 
of neem oil with water. It did not work! Azadirachtin  indica 
is used to stop creatures from eating stored grains. Pesticides 
which a gardener may use come from the seed and fruit.

Three Groups of Products Made from the Neem Tree
Azadirachtin products which are often soluble in water. They 
are extracted using special solvents.  They kill the insects 
that ingest the plant that was sprayed. These products can 
be taken up by plant roots as well, making them a systemic 
insecticide.

A clarified product which gardeners probably know as “neem 
oil” is hydrophobic. Roots cannot take them up as they do 
not dissolve in water. These products are extracted from raw 
neem oil. They prevent fungi from forming spores and thus 
from spreading.

Cold-pressed neem oil contains all the chemicals from the 
seeds and fruit. They do kill insects but are very difficult to 
apply as they don’t mix well in water. 

So, What Does Neem Oil Do?  It kills insects….any type.  As do 
many other products. At least Neem oil breaks down relatively 
quickly which is good. Neem oil is not very toxic to mammals 
(some people use it on their skin.)

Guidelines for Using Neem
• Don’t use when you see pollinators such as bees, syrphid 

flies, or butterflies on plants.
• Don’t use on plants that have recently been treated with 

a sulfur product.  This can lead to sun scald.
• Don’t use on young, tender plants.
• Don’t use if the plant has a virus (Goodbye plant!) or a 

bacterial infection.
• Don’t use when you really don’t know what problem the 

plant has. (IPM please).
• Use before fungal diseases get established.
• Apply early or late in the day to prevent the Neem 

product from landing on plants other than the ones you 
wish to treat.

Sources: American Gardener magazine and the National 
Pesticide Information Center


