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Question: How can I over-winter some of the less hardy plants for 
next season?

When the garden begins its winter slumber, we often 
say goodbye to the annuals and tender perennials 
with which we augment our trees, shrubs and 
perennials. This doesn’t have to be the case, as 
there are plants which can do quite well when 
brought inside for the winter, and others that can stay 
outside if they are given appropriate protection. And 
of course, we can propagate some of our favourites 
through both vegetative propagation techniques and 
by sowing seeds. In this article, we will NOT discuss 
the many strategies for growing plants native to our 
region, which evolution has programmed to survive 
our winters, nor will we review seed saving 
techniques.

Ontario Plant Hardiness Zone Map 

While our preference is to grow native plants 
because of the importance of supporting 
biodiversity and ecologically sound horticultural 
practices, it is still quite reasonable to grow a 
few non-native plants in our garden as long as 
they aren’t invasive and a threat to our natural 
lands. Commonly, these sorts of plants are 
annuals, which live and die in one season, and 
generally flower for extended periods of time. 
Others are tender perennials – plants which will 
survive many seasons in some frost-free 
climates unlike ours and which are commonly 
treated as annuals here.The Canadian 
hardiness zone map is helpful in determining 
which plants will survive your climate 
conditions.
 

It’s quite possible to keep many of these plants 
from year to year, whether by sheltering them 
through the winter or by using propagation 
techniques. 
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WINTER SURVIVAL 
STRATEGIES FOR 
GARDENS

https://www.plantmaps.com/interactive-ontario-plant-zone-hardiness-map.php
https://www.plantmaps.com/interactive-ontario-plant-zone-hardiness-map.php


Bringing Outside Plants Indoors for the Winter

(Examples: Pelargonium, Begonia, Coleus, Rosemary, Thyme)

WINTER SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GARDENS (CONT'D)
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Some tropical and tender perennial plants may 
continue to grow indoors if they are gradually 
acclimatized to the low light and lack of humidity
found there. Although not typically considered 
houseplants, these plants will survive the winter 
indoors with proper preparation. In principle, we 
are aiming at plant survival until spring rather 
than active growth and flowering indoors. Plants 
should be dug from the garden and potted by 6 
weeks from the first frost if not already in 
containers.  Start by cutting back plants, by a 
third to a half. Avoid using any fertilizer and 
allow the soil to dry out between watering.
 

Plants should be dug from the 
garden and potted by 6 weeks 

from the first frost if not already 
in containers.

As even a sunny window has considerably less 
light than the outdoors, plants which require full 
sun are not likely to thrive indoors. Grow lights 
can help make up the light deficit if this is 
practical. Plants have different light 
requirements, and the wise gardener will 
investigate each plant’s needs to ensure the right 
conditions can be provided indoors.
 
Our homes are very dry in the winter, and some 
plants may benefit from occasional misting 
however the commonest cause of indoor plant 
death is overwatered soil. Plants generally 
should be kept on the dry side until the weather 
warms and some new plant growth begins. 
Inspect for pests and remove any dead leaves or 
stems. When all danger of frost is past, these 
plants can be gradually acclimatized to the 
outdoors, in a reverse of the autumn process. 
Move outdoors to a shady sheltered spot during 
the day, initially bringing them in at night for a 
few days. Gradually increase the amount of sun 
the plant receives until it is ready to be planted in 
its permanent outdoor location. Plants that 
generally survive and may even bloom indoors 
include Pelargonium (geranium), Solenostemon 
scutellariodies (coleus) and Begonia.

Gradually move the plant to shadier and more 
sheltered locations in the garden, and as the 
weather cools bring the plant indoors at night 
initially and then permanently. Plants and soil 
need close inspection for pests and disease as 
these will become more challenging for the 
plant once in the difficult conditions indoors 
and may spread to other plants. Spraying with 
water will dislodge many pests, and an 
insecticidal soap spray can be used when 
necessary. Replacing the soil in existing 
containers will avoid transporting pests and 
disease into the house. This process of 
acclimatization should be completed before 
the first frost.

Bringing Plants Indoors - Halton Master 
Gardeners
Lighting for Indoor Plants & Starting Seeds,
Univ. of Minnesota Extension
The Great Plant Escape - Growing Plants 
Indoors, Univ. of Illinois Extension

MORE INFO:

ASK A MASTER GARDENER

Begonia spp. growing indoors

Pelargonium spp (geranium) 
flowering on a windowsill    

https://haltonmastergardeners.com/2022/09/07/bringing-plants-indoors/
https://haltonmastergardeners.com/2022/09/07/bringing-plants-indoors/
https://extension.umn.edu/planting-and-growing-guides/lighting-indoor-plants
https://extension.umn.edu/planting-and-growing-guides/lighting-indoor-plants
https://web.extension.illinois.edu/gpe/case1/c1facts3a.html
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WINTER SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GARDENS (CONT'D)

Asexual Propagation Prohibited: Plant 
Propagation and Patent Law 
(https://www.iposgoode.ca/2021/11/asexual- 
reproduction-prohibited-plant-propagation-and- 
patent-law/)

(Examples: Coleus, geranium (Pelargonium), fuschia, lantana, 
basil, mint)

Plants can be preserved over the winter through 
propagation. Taking cuttings from the existing plant 
is a vegetative method i.e. the resulting plant will be 
a clone of the original, retaining its individual 
characteristics. In Canada, some cultivars may fall 
under the Plant Breeders Rights Act, but the intent of 
this legislation is to prevent propagation for 
commercial use and not the home gardener taking 
cuttings for next year’s garden. 

Rooting Plants from Cuttings
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Image: Iowa St. Univ. 

ASK A MASTER GARDENER

Stem cutting

Leaf Cutting

Cuttings can be taken from the stem or the leaf, 
depending on the individual plant. Herbaceous 
and softwood cuttings are the easiest, but it is 
also possible to take hardwood cuttings with more 
complex techniques. The plant piece is supported 
to develop a root system, which allows the new 
plant to take up the necessary water and grow the 
stem and leaves. Most gardeners have had 
experience with stem cuttings – rooted coleus 
and geranium stems are frequently found in jars 
of water sitting on windowsills. Common garden 
annuals such as impatiens, begonia and potato 
vine can also survive the winter this way. Many 
more plants can be propagated with this method 
including herbs such as mint and basil as well as 
some common house plants.

While cuttings will often survive in water alone for 
months, for hardier plants, they can rooted in a 
warm rooting medium. Since water loss is the 
commonest cause of failure, humidity must be 
carefully monitored. A plastic covering placed 
over the potted cutting, well away from the plant 
material/will help maintain needed 
humidity.Stems should have at least 2 nodes 
buried in the medium for best rooting with only a 
few leaves left remaining on the stem above.

https://www.iposgoode.ca/2021/11/asexual-reproduction-prohibited-plant-propagation-and-patent-law/
https://www.iposgoode.ca/2021/11/asexual-reproduction-prohibited-plant-propagation-and-patent-law/
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/how-propagate-annuals-cuttings#:~:text=Taking%20cuttings%20of%20annuals%2C%20like,easy%20to%20root%20from%20cuttings.
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/how-propagate-annuals-cuttings#:~:text=Taking%20cuttings%20of%20annuals%2C%20like,easy%20to%20root%20from%20cuttings.


WINTER SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GARDENS (CONT'D)
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Forcing Dormacy of Tubers  & Roots

Tuberous Begonias Univ. of Minnesota 
Extension 
Four Easy Ways to Overwinter Geraniums, 
Empress of Dirt
Four Ways to Store Dahlia Tubers Over the 
Winter, Empress of Dirt 

 
Here are some good examples:

Image: 
Univ. of 

Iowa

(Examples: Dahlia, canna lily, calla lily, geranium 
(Pelargonium), potato vine, begonia)

Some plants can be encouraged to go into dormancy 
and their tubers, bulbs, or roots stored indoors over 
the winter. After the first killing frost, the plant is dug 
from the outdoor garden. Stems should be cut to a 
few inches in length, and then the plant is allowed to 
dry indoors. Soil should be shaken off and then the 
dry tubers or bulbs placed in a paper bag or box with 
vermiculite or sawdust and kept in a cool dark place 
– above freezing but colder than is comfortable. 
Check monthly for any signs of rot and, in the case 
of roots, do not allow them to dry out (a light misting 
will suffice for them to plump up again). In late 
winter, remove from storage container and pot them 
up. Gradually re-introduce to light and then 
acclimatize to the outdoors as described above. 
Again, it is best to check each plant’s needs as this 
can vary. 

ASK A MASTER GARDENER

Rooting hormone can be applied to the stem prior to 
insertion in the medium and may encourage quicker 
rooting. Once plants have rooted, the covering can 
be removed, and the plant placed in a sunny window 
or under grow lights. Fertilizing needs to be done 
cautiously, at half the recommended rate and 
frequency. In spring begin acclimatizing them for 
outdoor planting, with the exact timing depending on 
depending on the plant’s frost tolerance. It will take 
at least 2 weeks to accomplish this process, moving 
the plant to a shady outdoor spot during the day, 
bringing it in at night and gradually increasing the 
amount of sun exposure and the time outside. 

Rooting Plants from Cuttings (Cont'd)

How to Propagate Annuals from Cuttings Univ. of 
Iowa Extension

New Plants from Cuttings, Purdue University

For a list of annuals that are readily propagated by 
cuttings, review this article:

For a detailed description of making herbaceous, 
softwood, and hardwood cuttings, read this excellent 
review:

https://extension.umn.edu/flowers/tuberous-begonias
https://extension.umn.edu/flowers/tuberous-begonias
https://empressofdirt.net/overwintering-geraniums/
https://empressofdirt.net/overwintering-geraniums/
https://empressofdirt.net/overwinter-dahlias/
https://empressofdirt.net/overwinter-dahlias/
https://empressofdirt.net/overwinter-dahlias/
https://www.extension.iastate.edu/news/yard-and-garden-overwintering-geraniums-spring-replanting
https://www.extension.iastate.edu/news/yard-and-garden-overwintering-geraniums-spring-replanting
https://www.canva.com/design/DAFXOZ3BNWQ/edit
https://www.canva.com/design/DAFXOZ3BNWQ/edit
https://www.purdue.edu/hla/sites/yardandgarden/extpub/new-plants-from-cuttings-text-only/


There is a big movement to growing 
plants under cover during our cold 
winter season, which is beyond the 
scope of this article. Those who are 
interested in growing vegetables 
outdoors in winter are well advised to 
read the comprehensive guide by Niki 
Jabbour: Growing Under Cover

Image: (Photo by Cooked 
Photography/Featured in Growing Under 

Cover (Storey Publishing))
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Protecting Plants Outside

(Examples: Rhododendron, azalea, fall chrysanthemums, 
note - very dependant on hardiness zone!)

Some of our tender perennial plants will survive 
the winter outdoors – just which ones depends 
on the plant hardiness zone of your garden. 
Trial and error will let you know which you can 
keep outside. Those grown in containers are 
more vulnerable to the cold than are those in 
the garden, however containers may be readily 
moved to a sheltered location such as a shed or 
garage during their dormant period in winter. 
Mulching plants left in the ground helps to 
insulate the soil and prevents the alternate 
freezing and thawing that is so damaging to 
plants. This can be a simple as allowing fallen 
leaves to remain in the garden as a mulch, a 
strategy which also supports hibernating 
beneficial insects. Chopped fallen leaves also 
make an ideal mulch and quickly add organic 
material to the soil. Snow is an excellent 
insulator and will be trapped in the garden when 
herbaceous plants are allowed to stand, rather 
than being chopped down in a “fall cleanup”. 
Evergreen plants should be well watered up 
until the ground freezes, as dehydration is a 
common cause of winterkill. This is also 
important for all new plants until they have 
established their root systems. 

Winter Protection for Delicate Plants - 
Landscape Ontario
Winter Protection of Ornamental Plants, Univ. of 
Georgia Extension    

Finally, some experts recommending wrapping 
plants for the winter, particularly evergreens in their 
first year, in exposed areas or difficult areas, or 
those plants of marginal hardiness for the climate. 
Some suggestions are found here: 

Image: Landscape Ontario

Growing and Harvesting Vegetables Under Cover

WINTER SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GARDENS (CONT'D)

ASK A MASTER GARDENER

https://landscapeontario.com/winter-protection-for-delicate-plants#:~:text=Wrapping%2C%20mulching%20and%20mounding%20are,common%20techniques%20for%20protecting%20plants.&text=The%20first%20thing%20to%20consider,evergreen%20leaves%20from%20drying%20winds.
https://landscapeontario.com/winter-protection-for-delicate-plants#:~:text=Wrapping%2C%20mulching%20and%20mounding%20are,common%20techniques%20for%20protecting%20plants.&text=The%20first%20thing%20to%20consider,evergreen%20leaves%20from%20drying%20winds.
https://extension.uga.edu/publications/detail.html?number=C872&title=winter-protection-of-ornamental-plants#:~:text=Mulching%20helps%20reduce%20heat%20loss,them%20from%20low%20temperature%20injury
https://extension.uga.edu/publications/detail.html?number=C872&title=winter-protection-of-ornamental-plants#:~:text=Mulching%20helps%20reduce%20heat%20loss,them%20from%20low%20temperature%20injury
https://landscapeontario.com/winter-protection-for-delicate-plants#:~:text=Another%20common%20reason%20for%20wrapping,exposed%20sides%20of%20the%20plant.

