Preparing Houseplants for a Trouble-Free Growing Season


Now that spring is here, our gardens are waking up, with all of our plants putting out new growth in anticipation of the 2001 season.  Houseplants are no exception to this renewal of the life cycle.  If your indoor plants have made it through another dark and dreary northwest winter, they too are ready to grow and flourish.


To get your houseplants off to the best possible start this year, you might want to review the five environmental factors that are essential to their good health: light, temperature, humidity, water, and nutrients.


Houseplants vary in their need for light, but most require medium to bright indirect light, similar to that provided by a protected south- or west-facing window.  Potted plants from a home center or nursery usually come with a tag indicating their light requirements.


Most indoor plants can do well in a wide range of normal household temperatures, from 55 to 75 degrees F.  A few plants, such as cyclamen, like to be cool at night (50 to 60 degrees F), so you might want to look up the requirements of individual plants in a houseplant reference book.


Except for cacti and succulents, nearly all indoor plants require fairly humid conditions to thrive.  This is not such a problem in warmer weather, when our furnace controls are in the “off” position, and our windows are open to moist northwest air; however, in the cooler months, household air tends to be very dry.  You can help your plants survive this period by placing them on shallow trays of wet gravel to increase humidity.


Misunderstanding a plant’s water needs is probably the number one cause of houseplant demise.  Remember that very few indoor plants die of thirst; rather, they are simply drowned by their well-meaning caretakers.  Nearly all plants, whether indoor or outdoor, require good drainage.  For potted plants, this means a container with a hole in the bottom for excess water to drain out.  Plants must never ever sit in water.  If water accumulates in the saucer after watering, be sure to pour it out.  Water your houseplants thoroughly, but only when the soil surface is dry to the touch.


Finally, nutrients are important to your houseplants, but remember that too much fertilizer is just as bad, if not worse, than too little.  Use a good water-soluble or slow-release houseplant fertilizer, but always read and follow label directions when applying any chemical to plants.


Now, to get your plants ready for the new season!  First, check to see if any of them might need repotting.  Many plants actually do better when potbound, but if roots are growing out the hole in the bottom of the pot, it’s probably time to move the plant to a new home.  Choose a new pot that is not more than one inch larger than the current one, and use a good quality potting soil.  Be sure to water thoroughly after repotting. 


All houseplants benefit from a frequent gentle shower with tepid water, except cacti, succulents, and those with hairy leaves, such as African violets.  Not only does this ritual increase available light by removing dust and grime from the leaves, it also keeps your indoor plants looking fresh and beautiful.


Finally, check your plants for any signs of insect infestation.  Like the plants themselves, their pests tend to be reinvigorated at this time of year. Although it’s very popular to move houseplants to the deck or porch in warm summer weather, this does expose them to pest infestations and is not recommended.


 For further information on houseplant pests and how to control them, see Cooperative Extension Bulletin 0695, available for a small fee at your local Cooperative Extension office, 306 S. First St. in Mount Vernon.  


If you’re interested in more detailed information about growing houseplants, another source of information to check out is Extension Bulletin 1354, also available for a small fee at your local Cooperative Extension office.

