Poinsettias and Ice Cubes
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Poinsettias are the most popular holiday plant.  They have always been decorative and now they are easier to manage.   If you take reasonable precautions your poinsettia should be attractive for five months.

Poinsettias decline for three main reasons:  lack of water and exposure to cold or heat.


With the old selections, one wilting experience due to lack of water and the plant was difficult to resurrect to any acceptable form.  The new plants are tougher, but it is still necessary to keep them well watered.

Do not purchase a poinsettia if it is wilted or the soil is dried out.  Select a healthy attractive plant without blemishes that has obviously been cared for well. 

Place the new plant in the sink and water generously.  The sink is good for the initial watering and a watering every week because you can let the water soak into the root ball and seep out the drainage hole


During the week, the need for water can be handled by using four – six ice cubes on the soil surface every day.  The ice cubes melt slowly allowing the water to soak into the soil without major seepage from the drainage hole. 


Seepage is a problem if your poinsettia is on furniture or another location where a puddle will cause stains. With the ice cube irrigation, a shallow saucer will protect the furniture.  

Using four – six ice cubes is deficit irrigation because to keep water levels up to the levels reached by the sink treatment would require somewhere around 15 cubes.  The smaller number is more manageable and does the job if the soil is soaked more thoroughly every week in the sink. 


The other major issues with poinsettias are cold and hot conditions.  If you subject your poinsettia to freezing or near-freezing temperatures, even for a few minutes, damage will occur.  It takes longer to injure the leaves and turn them brown due to heat, but it happens all the time.  Do not leave your poinsettia in a car on a sunny day or in front of a heat register.  Even putting the poinsettia in a west facing window can reduce the attractive life of the plant.  

Select a site for the poinsettia where there is minimal temperature fluctuation.  A bright window without direct sun is ideal.


Poinsettias can be planted in the landscape.  

In five months (sooner if you let it dry out or subject it to high or low temperatures) after the Holidays, the poinsettia will decline.  At that time, you will have to decide what to do with the plant.  I usually toss mine in the compost pile, but you could keep it alive through the summer and attempt to produce the colorful foliage for next year.  It is not as difficult as it used to be because the new selections are day neutral and it is not necessary anymore to do the complete dark routine for twelve hours every day.


When the plant declines this spring, cut the stems back to six or eight inches and place it outside in the soil or in a five-gallon or larger container.  A sheltered location in morning sun is ideal.  Just water it though the summer and protect it from cold in the winter and your poinsettia could grow to be quite large and make a show every year.  A poinsettia in the ground can be fertilized with half a cup of slow release lawn fertilizer every three months.  Use a water-soluble fertilizer every three to four weeks for plants in a container.  Treated in this manner, your poinsettia may even outlast the other traditional holiday item with a long life, the holiday fruitcake!  
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