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	Page 1: Q. What kind of winter weather will we have?

A. A colder and drier than normal winter is predicted for Central California according to National Weather Service forecasters. They measure sea surface temperatures in the tropical Pacific Ocean and are finding them cooler than normal, an indication that La Niña may persist for another winter. Last year La Niña delivered 4 inches of snow in January, a catastrophic freeze in February, and an outrageous hail storm in April before mellowing into a mild summer and fall. Let's hope she's lost some of her force this winter. 

Q. What can I do about the weather? 

A. With this winter forecast it's wise to plan to protect your favorite plants. Subtropical plants such as citrus, bougainvillea, bird of paradise, cacti, succulents, and palm trees were severely injured or killed from La Niña last year. Many gardeners planted new trees and shrubs and hate the idea of losing them again. We can't change winter weather but we can protect plants from light freezes and maybe that's all that will be needed this winter.

Deciduous orchards often have covercrops and weeds growing around the dormant trees, but citrus growers keep their orchard floors weed free and well watered in winter because it gives them a couple of degrees of warmth. During the day the bare soil absorbs more heat than one covered with plants or weeds and in the evening the warmth in the soil is radiated back up towards the sky. This keeps the air around the citrus trees warmer and protects them from frost for a few more hours each night. Home gardeners can apply this principle to their flowerbeds. Keep them moist and free of weeds to head off light frost damage. 

If an unexpected light frost catches you unprepared simply drape an old shower curtain, blanket, tarp, or newspapers over plants before nightfall to trap the heat. If you're prepared you'll drape the cover over stakes or wire cages so that it doesn't touch the plant leaves. Leaves touching the covers are likely to be frost damaged. Outdoor Christmas tree lights will also add heat to the covered plants, just make sure that nothing will burn. 

For small to medium size plants of high value construct an "insulated house". Drive a stake at 4 corners then wrap burlap, canvas or plastic to make four walls securing it with staples or a cord. Insulate the house by loosely packing fallen leaves or straw around the plant.


	Page 2: Don't forget to protect your potted plants too. Move them into the garage, close to the house, or find another protected spot in your garden. Insulate them with blankets, foam rubber, styrofoam, newspapers or cardboard. 

Q. How many plants are poisonous?

A. The most innocent-looking, even the most beautiful plant in the garden may cause serious illness if eaten. Children and household pets are frequent victims. Nature trails, vacant lots, gardens, and even household Christmas decorations tempt them to sniff, taste, or swallow these plants, dangerously unaware of the poisons contained in them. 

In the United States there are about 20,000 species of plants in nature and another 20,000 that are cultivated. More than 700 species are known to have toxic characteristics, but only a small number are considered fatal. It should be emphasized that poisonous plants can have serious adverse effects - and as unpleasant as they may be - are rarely fatal. 

Plant poisoning of humans is almost entirely accidental and can be avoided by taking a few precautions. Statistics show that small children, particularly those under 5 years are most vulnerable to accidental poisoning. In California 11 plants are widespread that are potentially fatal: castor bean, English yew, foxglove, jimsonweed, meadow deathcamas, oleander, poison hemlock, pokeweed, red angels trumpet, tree tobacco, and Western water hemlock. Numerous others contain poisons including leaves of several fruit trees and vegetables and berries of many ornamental bushes. 

If an accidental poisoning should occur call the California Poison Control System at 1-800-876-4766 or go to the emergency room of your local hospital immediately. To help experts identify the poison be sure to take a sample of the plant with you.

Have a safe holiday season.
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