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	Title: In My Garden - March Tips 2009
	Author: by Betty Coffelt, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Like many of you I spent February getting caught up on outside chores between rainstorms.  By mid month I had finished pruning my grapes and I had planted tomato, pepper and flower seeds into pony packs for transplanting in about 6 weeks.  One of my cymbidium orchids opened its first flower spike on Valentine’s Day!  Now that March is here… Roses:  I am rechecking the roses that I pruned in January.  The first thing I do is rub off any leaves that are sprouting to the inside of the plant.  This is to allow light and air to flow through the plant and cut down on potential disease problems like powdery mildew.  When I see that the foliage on the roses is about 1-2 inches in size, I make a fertilizer application.  I add a layer of organic humus like compost or steer manure with a complete fertilizer mixed into it.  I have a large cutting garden and I regularly take flowers to my church, so on some of my roses I do use the systemic/fertilizer combination.  If you choose to use a systemic insecticide now is the time to make the application, so it moves up the plant and into the leaves.  However, since many of my roses grow near citrus and other food crops I do not use the systemic insecticide there.  On these plants I rely on beneficial insects to help bring down the aphid populations that burst out in spring. Evergreens:  I check azaleas, camellias, citrus, gardenias, and yes, even junipers for interveinal chlorosis.  If they are real yellow I take a mental note that they would benefit from a foliar feeding of iron next fall.  Early in the month I give my citrus their first of three fertilizer applications for the season.  Special fertilizer blends are available for citrus and these are highly recommended, if you grow in containers.  A special blend for palm trees meets their high requirements for iron, magnesium, and manganese.  I’ll fertilizer the camellias with an acid loving plant fertilizer after they have finished blooming.  It is too early to fertilize azaleas and camellias. Outdoor container plants:  The biggest project for me this month is my container plants.  I grow lots of plants in pots.  I counted a total of 186 containers starting from 3-inch pots up to half barrels. As they start to show signs of growth I check to see how they are doing in their current container.  If roots are growing out the drain holes, I take action.  First I check to see where the plant sits in the pot.  If it is sitting too low, I gently lift it up and add potting soil to the bottom and sides.  This gets me another year in the same pot.  If a plant needs a bigger pot, it is best to use just one size up.  Don’t give into the temptation to transplant it into a pot several sizes larger, thinking you won’t have to transplant it for quite awhile.  In theory it sounds great, but more often than not, it leads to problems.  There is too much soil between the root ball and the sides of the pot and it stays too wet because there are no roots to absorb the water.  This often leads to decline or death of the plant.
	Page 2: I also check stems and the undersides of leaves for insects like aphids, mealy bugs, and cottony cushion scale.  I keep rubbing alcohol, insecticidal soap, and Q-tips handy.  If I see insects I use a Q-tip that has been saturated in the rubbing alcohol or soap and touch the pest.  On a few very troublesome plants I use a systemic insecticide, but never on indoor container plants as the fumes can be strong.  Other problem plants I gather together and isolate for a month, so I can keep a closer watch and retreat if necessary. I also water all my plants with a mixture of 1 tablespoon Epsom salt (high in calcium and magnesium) to 1 gallon of water.  I do this once a year to get the plants off to a good start.  Snails and slugs:  I use oyster shell for snail and slug control.  I put it on the rims of containers, especially my hostas.  As the critters crawl across the rim to the plant, the shell cuts them and they dehydrate.  I also use oyster shell on the ground around plants that snails typically devour or congregate in, especially agapanthus.  A 1-inch layer after the heavy rains lasts all year and slowly dissolves into the soil.  I use about 50 pounds each year and I don’t worry about poisonous snail baits.  Spring vegetables:  Though I don’t grow many cool season vegetables, this month I plan to plant potatoes, turnips, and kohlrabi.  Cabbage, broccoli, lettuce, cauliflower, radish and snow peas can also be planted.   The last chore:  You can turn the mophead hydrangea flowers blue by feeding the plant with aluminum sulfate.  In my clay soil, I apply 1/3 cup twice a month until the flower heads have formed, and this amount turns them blue.  Experiment by feeding different amounts to each side of the plant and end up with a single plant showing flower colors, ranging from light to dark pink and light to dark blue. It’s time to tinker in your garden and get ready for spring.
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