LOOKING AFTER YOUR HOUSEPLANTS

TEMPERATURE: When central
heating closes down at night
rooms can become cold enough
to cause damage to houseplants.
Cold can also penetrate through
windows in very cold weather

so in both cases move the plants
into the centre of the room to
help prevent possible damage.
CARE OF FOLIAGE: The smooth
glossy surfaces of the leaves of
many houseplants respond well to
being wiped on hoth sides with a
leaf cleaner. This removes any dirt
that may block up the breathing
cells in the leaf surface and keeps
it in healthy and active growth.

REPOTTING

Houseplants normally require

repotting every other year. The

pot size should be increased by
3-5cm each time, using the same
type of compost as the plant is
already growing in.

o First water the plant, which
makes it easier to remove from
the old pot. When removing
carefully tease out any tangled
roots, cutting the pot away at
the base if necessary.

o Fill the bottom %th of the
new pot with some drainage
material such as broken
pieces of flower pot, large
stones or broken-up
polystyrene packaging.

o Place a layer of potting compost
on top of the drainage material
so that when the plant is seated
on it, the compost level is 3cm
or so helow the rim of the pot.

® Work compost in around the
sides of the plant until the pot
is full and water well. Then add
more potting compost until
it is topped back up to 3cm
below the upper rim of the pot.

o Keep well watered.

WHAT YOU'LL NEED

FEEDING: Houseplants need
supplementary food as their

roots can’t leave the pot to find it.
Nitrogen is the key to good foliage
colour and growth. Phosphates
slow the plant down at flowering
time and Potash increases the size
and amount of flowers produced
and most proprietary houseplant
fertilisers allow for this.

In spring, give a liquid feed when
watering at least once a fortnight.
Alternatively insert a houseplant
fertiliser spike into the compost.

When repotting, mix a slow-
release houseplant fertiliser
into the potting compost.
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There’s nothing better for brightening up an indoor environment than

a well-grown houseplant and they are available in a vast range of forms
from tiny gems suitable for the smallest windowsill to rampant growers
for the largest hallway. They offer lush foliage, beautiful blooms and
interesting forms. Some thrive in damp bathrooms, others need a
sunny spot, so make sure you choose a houseplant that will tolerate
the conditions in which it is to grow. Your garden centre or nursery will
be able to offer advice on the best choice - or consider the suggestions

on our list opposite.

Once you’ve made your purchase, take care when transporting
houseplants to protect them from cold, drafts, wind or excessive heat.
Failure to do so can lead to plant deterioration or even death,
and the effects may not fully show themselves until some time

after you’ve bhought it.

Once your new houseplant is safely
home, you need to care for it cor-
rectly to ensure that it remains in
pristine condition - and this large-
ly depends on how well it is
watered. Too little or too much
watering can cause problems.

OVERWATERING: Giving too much
water can be as dangerous as
underwatering. The roots not only
require moisture but also air, so
overwatering leads to the forcible
removal of air from the potting
compost so the houseplant’s roots
are killed by suffocation.

BEST PRACTICE: Watering little
and often is the best advice,
taking into account the growing
environment and the seasons.

Watering from below is the best
approach as some plants can
suffer from rotting or sun scorch
if water is directed onto their
stems, root systems or foliage.

DRAINAGE:

The best method is to stand the
pot (which must have drainage
holes in the bottom) on a suitable
sized saucer into which a small

amount of gravel has been placed.

Fill the saucer to about ; of its
depth with water and leave the
plant standing for 30 minutes.

If all the water has been taken up
you can repeat the operation until
uptake stops, then any surplus
water should be tipped away but
of course retaining the gravel.

HEALTHY HABIT: Plants that are well-fed and watered are less likely
to suffer from pests and diseases, so prevention is always better than
cure. However, keep a look-out for the following common houseplant
pests. Pick off any visible pests from the stems, leaves or soil, clean
leaves with water and use a chemical spray available from your
garden centre or nursery, or try an organic or biological control.

e Aphids such as whitefly, greenfly and blackfly are one of the most
common and troublesome of all garden insects, sucking sap from

the plants, which causes the shoots and leaves to become distorted.
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e Mealybug and scale insects can develop on leaves, stems, buds, fruits
and flowers and fruits of many different host plants. Young and mature
mealybugs are covered with a dusty white wax, especially noticeable
in leaf axils, and plants may be covered with a black sooty mould
encouraged by the honeydew they secrete. Scale insects are brown
and shiny with no obvious legs. Infestations weaken and distort plants.
e Red spider mite are up to Imm in length and they and their eggs
can be found on the lower leaf surface. Symptoms of attack include

a pale mottling on the upper leaf surface and fine silk webbing may
be seen. The leaves lose most of their green colour and dry up

or fall off. Heavily infested plants are severely weakened and may die.



