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Garden tips February 2015
· Be aware, good and bad bugs are very active during summer. Also, the heat and heavy rain can bring diseases and fungus. Check roses for aphids and azaleas for lace bug (leaf discolouration). Spray sucking and chewing insects on vegies, roses and ornamentals with MaxGuard, Derris Dust or Confidor. Keep snails under control with snail bait. Clip off and destroy diseased leaves. Fungus diseases such as leaf spot or mildew on vegies and ornamentals should be sprayed with Mancozeb.
· Regularly deadhead flowers such as roses and dahlias which will then flower into the autumn months. Prune your lavender. A trim after flowering will prevent legginess and prolong the life of the plant. 
· Prune hydrangeas after flowering. From the top of the bush look down to the first pair (either side of the stem) of plump buds. These will produce flowers next season. Cut half an inch above these buds. If you have more than one pair of plump buds, pick the fattest pair. Further down each stem the buds change, becoming smaller and almost black. If you prune too hard, you won't get any flowers next season. Leave stems that didn’t flower this year as they will flower next year. The cuttings can be planted into the ground with a good chance of developing roots.
· To make hydrangeas blue, water with two tablespoons of aluminium sulphate in nine litres of water and use a low phosphorus fertiliser (these are generally slow release). To make hydrangeas pink, water in two cups of lime in nine litres of water. Colour is related to the Ph balance of the soil. Repeat in April and August.
· Prune long, unwanted summer canes on creepers such as wisteria and jasmine.
· Deadhead roses and summer annuals and feed with liquid fertiliser to prolong flowering.

· Feed late flowering perennials. Replace mulch that has been washed away by heavy rains. 

· Magnesium encourages robust growth and the production of energy in plants. Gardenias and roses in particular benefit from supplementary magnesium in summer. Also apply it to cymbidium orchids to initiate flower buds. Add one heaped tsp of Epsom salts to 4.5 litres of water. Either spray the foliage, or water it in at the roots. If the leaves of citrus, banksia, grevillea, camellia or azalea become stunted and mottled yellow, now is also the time to boost the iron content of soil by applying iron chelates. It takes a month or so to see a result.
· Feed citrus every two weeks and top up mulch over root systems, keeping clear of trunk. Control citrus leaf miner by regularly spraying with PestOil. 
· Prune stonefruit trees. Pruning now means that cuts heal quickly. Collect and destroy any fallen fruit which encourages troublesome pests and diseases.
· Lawns can suffer badly from fungal diseases at this time of year. Regular fertilising will improve grass vigour.
· Purchase bulbs, including daffodils and jonquils. These will be available from late February/March at Longview, Wentworth Falls and Birches, Leura. Some people like to put bulbs such as tulips, hyacinths and crocus into the fridge for six weeks before planting out in April. We have frosts doing much the same job, so the need for refrigerating is debatable. Follow what has worked best for your particular garden.
· From late February/early March plant winter and spring annuals, including ageratum, calendula, delphinium, English daisies, hollyhock, lupins, nemesia, poppies and wallflowers. 
· Sow seeds of snapdragon, pansy, primula, nemophila, leeks, silverbeet, celery, lettuce, English spinach and brassicas.
· In the vegetable garden start cleaning up garden beds. Compost old vegetable plants.
· Ripening tomatoes will benefit from an application of potash. It helps toughen up the foliage of the plant, and also improves the flavour of ripening fruit. Cover tomatoes with tomato dust to ward off caterpillars.
· Late summer and early autumn are the best times of the year to start new plants from cuttings. Try striking softwood and semi-hardwood cuttings now, always ensuring that you harvest cutting material first thing in the morning when turgid (full of water). 

Cuttings
Soft tip cuttings can be taken any time the shoot tip is actively growing. The softwood cuttings are succulent and wilt very easily. Semi-hardwood cuttings are generally available from late spring through into autumn as the new spring growth starts to become woody on trees and shrubs. Semi-hardwood cuttings are changing in colour, generally from green to reddish or brown and have fully formed leaves right to the tip. Make sure your cutting is long enough to have two or three bud unions on it. Leave just a cluster of leaves at the top. If some of the leaves are fairly big, cut them in half. Also, if you see a flower or flower bud at the top, take it off as it uses too much energy. If available, choose cuttings that have not flowered. 
Wound the base of the cutting to increase the potential number of roots on each cutting. New roots form in the tissue just below the outer “skin” of the shoot. This is the tissue that conducts the water and sugars and is called the “vascular cambium”. Rooting hormones are a group of substances known as “auxins” which regulate all sorts of activity in plant growth. Importantly for us, they stimulate new root formation. Some say that honey works too. Before planting the cuttings, dip them into either honey or rooting hormone – just a dab at the bottom of the cutting. 
Use a well-aerated mix for cuttings as the extra pore space allows for good oxygen exchange, which fuels the respiration of the rapidly dividing new root cells. Special cutting propagation mixes are available, or you can mix your own by adding 50% coarse sand or perlite to a standard potting mixture. The advantage of using propagation mix over standard potting mix is that the newly forming roots are tricked into growing longer as they search out nutrients. 
Use small pots with good drainage holes. Using a stick, make a hole and drop the cutting into it. Do not push the cutting in. Fill in around it so the cutting stands up straight. You can get a few cuttings into one pot. Water the cuttings well and make a little hothouse for the cuttings. A clear plastic soft drink bottle with the bottom cut off or a plastic bag tied over the pot and cuttings will do the job. Put the pot in a warm spot, but in the shade. After a couple of weeks unscrew the top off the drink bottle and open the plastic bag to allow oxygen in and avoid fungal disease. Softwood cuttings should take a few weeks to strike and woody cuttings will take a few months. You can tell your cuttings are taking root when you see new shoots coming out the top. Once the plants have struck their roots, pot them on by placing them into individual pots filled with good quality potting mixture, or into the ground.
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