
You can protect seedling trees

by wrapping trunks in burlap

or blankets and adding a heat

source, such as incandescent

Christmas lights. To shield

larger areas, use patio furniture

or fencing to create a

windbreak.

The most critical technique is

proper covering. Use

breathable materials like

blankets or cardboard (avoid

plastic) and always drape the

cover all the way to the ground.

This "ghost" method traps

radiant heat rising from the

soil.

Avoid the "lollipop" method of

tying the cover around the

trunk, which leaves the plant

vulnerable to the cold.

Remember to uncover plants

once the frost melts to allow

the soil to recharge with heat,

and be ready to recover them

before sunset if the freeze

persists.

For more information, visit the

UF/IFAS Winter Protection

page.

Florida winters often bring

sudden freezes that can catch

gardeners off guard. To give

your landscape the best chance

of survival, start with proper

plant selection and placement.

Always choose plants rated for

your specific USDA hardiness

zone, which ensures they can

tolerate local minimum

temperatures for at least four

continuous hours. The Florida-

Friendly Plant Guide is an

excellent resource for choosing

the right "right plant" for your

"right place."

Preparation begins long before

the frost. Stop all fertilizing and

pruning by late November, as

new growth stimulated by these

activities has no cold resistance.

Additionally, ensure your plants

are adequately watered before a

freeze. Moist soil (not wet) acts

as a heat sink, absorbing solar

radiation during the day and

protecting roots from

desiccation.

When a freeze is imminent,

move potted plants indoors or

huddle them together under an

overhang.
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Frost on plants. Photo by Canva

https://sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu/lawn-and-garden/winter-plant-protection/
https://sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu/lawn-and-garden/winter-plant-protection/
https://ffl.ifas.ufl.edu/resources/apps/plant-guide/
https://ffl.ifas.ufl.edu/resources/apps/plant-guide/
https://sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu/manatee/


New Guinea flatworms tend to

regurgitate stomach contents

upon handling, causing skin

irritation as their slime is used

to dissolve their prey.

Handwashing after working in

the garden is always the best

way to avoid any soil born

pathogens including flatworm

slime or eggs.

If you find a New Guinea

flatworm among your potted

plants or landscape plants, the

only safe recommended way to

kill them according to the FWC

is by soaking the soil with hot

water (between 109-120 degrees

F) for five minutes. This

method has been shown to kill

flatworms without damaging

the roots of plants. If they are

found away from your plants

you may kill them directly with

boiling water. Always wear

gloves when handling dead or

live flatworms and wash hands

thoroughly afterwords.

New Guinea flatworms are

considered hazardous as they

may be a host for the rat

lungworm parasite which can

be transmitted to humans.

Fortunately, no cases of rat

lungworm infection in humans

have been confirmed in Florida

to date. The lungworm parasite

can also be carried by our

native species such as snails,

slugs, freshwater shrimp, crabs

and frogs. Humans are unlikely

to be affected by the rat

lungworm parasite since

transmission of the parasite

can occur by eating raw or

undercooked snails or slugs,

which are not part of most of

our diets.

The New Guinea flatworm

(Platydemus manokwari) is an

invasive predatory flatworm

which can range in length from

1.5 to 5 inches, a shiny, dark

brown/black body with a pale

stripe running down the middle.

Its belly is pale grey and the

long, snout-like head has two

eyes that sit back from the

pointed tip which moves side to

side while traveling as it leaves a

slime trail similar to snails and

slugs, which it primarily feeds

on. They showed up in Miami in

2012 as stow-aways in shipments

of plants from overseas and

have migrated throughout

Florida ever since.

They are considered invasive in

Florida and can be found hiding

in your potted plants, under

rocks, or under leaf litter and

mulch. You may have them in

your landscape and never know

it as they are mostly nocturnal,

like the prey they hunt. But after

a heavy rainfall, they may come

out from under foundations and

crawl up walls for safety, where

you may spot them. They

reproduce sexually and leave

egg cocoons which produce

three to nine new worms that

will reach maturity in just a few

weeks.

You might think cutting them in

half would be a good idea to kill

them, but as with most worms

you will end up with two new

flatworms!The front half will

grow a new tail and the back

half will grow a new head with a

fully functioning brain. They

have no known natural

predators.
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New Guinea flatoworm. Photo by Pier Gros, Wikimedia.com, CC 4.0 International license

Flatworm habitat. Photo by Canva



Fruit: All produce dates, but

only P. dactylifera fruit is

considered desirable for

human consumption.

Trunks: Most Phoenix are

clustering (meaning they

produce multiple trunks); only

4 are solitary. This may

surprise you when you look at

the Phoenix in your yard!

Culture: Magnesium (Mg) and

potassium (K) deficiencies are

common. For palm fertilization

made easy go to:

https://gardeningsolutions.ifas.

ufl.edu/care/fertilizer/palm-

nutrition/

And unlike most feather palms,

Phoenix leaflets are attached to

the midrib in a “V” fashion

(called induplicate). Every leaf

has a single leaflet at the tip.

Sex: The genus is dioecious,

meaning there are separate

male and female plants; you

need both to produce fruit!

Phoenix species cross-pollinate

readily under domestic

conditions, especially in

Florida where multiple species

may be planted in a single

landscape. For example,

common hybridizations

include our friend P. dactylifera

and the “wild date”, P. sylvestris.

Purchased Phoenix specimens

are likely to be hybrids.

The Phoenix genus (commonly

called “date palms”) consists of

about 13 species (sources don’t

agree how many) mostly from

semi-arid climates ranging from

the Canary Islands to sub-

tropical Africa, the Middle East,

India and Southeast Asia. This

genus exhibits many unique and

interesting features.

Water needs: We often equate

date palms with the desert, yet

most Phoenix grow in areas near

springs, high groundwater,

rivers and streams.

So a desert oasis qualifies! The

“true” date palm, P. dactylifera,

gracing many a Saharan oasis,

requires plenty of underground

water.

Leaf characteristics: All Phoenix

sport truly dangerous spines on

leaf (frond) stems.

Unlike the majority of palms in

the Coryphoideae subfamily to

which Phoenix belongs, Phoenix

have feather-like leaves instead

of fan-like.
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Phoenix spp. in the landscape. Photo by Canva

Dates on a Phoenix palm. Photo by Canva
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Cliff date palm (P. rupicola): We

have a rare example of this

palm on Extension grounds. In

my opinion, this is the most

striking solitary amongst the

Phoenix genus. It is cold tender,

but highly drought tolerant and

very underuntilized.

Wild date palm (P. sylvestris):

Number four of the solitary

trunk Phoenix with flat upright

leaves.

Senegal date palm (P. reclinata):

A widely clumping palm 30 feet

wide and high, sporting up to

25' trunks. It hybridizes easily

with other Phoenix species and

is classified as invasive in

South Florida.

Pygmy date palm (P. roebelenii):

The smallest of common

ornamental Phoenix, in the

wild it often clusters. Many

decades of cultivation have

produced it as a solitary, which

are usually sold as clusters!

Common Phoenix spp. in Central

Florida landscapes are:

Canary Island date palm (P.

caneriensis): Largest of the genus,

this species can reach a massive

size of 60 feet high (40 feet is

more typical) and 3 feet wide.

This solitary, stately palm needs

plenty of room when younger.

As with all palms, its fronds and

trunk attain their full size and

width before it starts ascending.

Medjool date palm (P.

dactylifera): “Medjool” is just one

many thousands of varieties of

eating date palms grown for

5,000 years, but we tend to use

this as the common name in our

area. Florida’s climate is too

humid for P. dactylifera to fruit.

This is a clumping palm,

producing “offshoots” at the

base. The specimen you see in

your yard usually appears as

solitary.

PHOENIX PALMS CONT. PHOENIX PALMS CONT.
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P. roebelenii in the landscape. Photo by Canva

Phoenix canariensis. Photo by Canva Phoenix sp. Photo by CanvaMedjool date palm with fruits. Photo by Canva
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But here’s the caveat: Manatee

County has fertilization

restrictions (black-out dates)

from June 1 through September

30—the rainy season.

Therefore, March through May

is the best time to dethatch in

Manatee County so you can

apply a slow-release nitrogen

fertilizer immediately after

dethatching.

For long-term management of

thatch in our area, apply a light

topdressing of sand frequently.

It improves decomposition by

bringing moisture and

microbes into contact with the

thatch. Healthy soil with

adequate bacterial and fungal

growth decreases thatch by

being able to decompose

organic materials effectively.

To help prevent thatch build-

up:

Mow at the height and

frequency recommended

for the turfgrass variety

Fertilize appropriately

using a slow-release, low-

nitrogen fertilizer

Maintain healthy soil

through aeration, irrigation

and managing soil pH

Topdress using sand

Use a vertical mower to

dethatch if needed.

Thatch is an accumulation of

dead and living turfgrass stems,

roots and lower shoots. It is a

material resistant to

decomposing and that builds-up

over time and creates a barrier

between grass blades and the

surface of the soil. It can be

problematic when the thatch

layer approaches 1 inch.

Excessive thatch can weaken

and even kill lawns if not

removed. Older, established

lawns are much more likely to

have excess thatch compared to

newer lawns.

Thatch is caused when natural

decomposition can’t keep up

with the accumulating organic

material, in this case turf shoots,

stems and roots. Thatch buildup

can increase as a result of

overfertilization, overwatering,

and infrequent mowing.

It’s a common misperception

that leaving grass clippings on

the lawn causes thatch buildup,

but research doesn’t support

this.

Grass clippings from properly

mowed lawns—not removing

more than one-third of the

grass blade at a time—readily

decompose and add free

nutrients to your lawn.

Checking to see if there’s excess

thatch in your lawn is straight

forward. Remove several soil

cores two to three inches deep.

Look for a distinct horizontal

layer of material that’s brown,

spongy, or looks like felt or

peatmoss. That’s thatch. If the

thatch layer is approaching one

inch, it’s time to dethatch.

The best way to dethatch a

turfgrass is using a vertical

mower or dethatcher.

If there’s much more than an

inch of thatch, it’s

recommended to dethatch over

several growing seasons to give

the turfgrass time of

sufficiently recover. Although

dethatching is necessary, it’s

still stressful on the turf.

If the thought of dethatching

your lawn is already causing

you anxiety, hire a lawn

maintenance company that

provides dethatching services.

Another reason you may want

to hire a professional is the

sheer volume of debris that

results from dethatching that

will need to be hauled away.

The best time to dethatch

warm-season turfgrass in our

area of Florida is March

through August. A light

nitrogen fertilization is

recommended after

dethatching to help turfgrass

recover.

THATCHTHATCH
BY DAN AUSTIN, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEERBY DAN AUSTIN, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER
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St. Augustine with thatch. Photo by Canva

Weak lawn. Photo by Canva
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Stormwater drainage systems

provide animals with dark and

stable temperatures. Their

shape and size determines what

animals use them. Larger ones

are used by deer, panthers and

large wading birds. Squirrels

use smaller culverts. Deer

won’t go near tunnels with

cobbled floors. Great blue

herons use box shaped

structures but only when the

bottom is sandy. Deer and mice

use sites near pastures,

hayfields, and woody wetlands.

Building public awareness and

infrastructures like wildlife

crossings, bridges,

underpasses, and fences are

necessary to keep habitats open

and animals off roadways, safe,

and above ground.

is clearly very drought tolerant

and makes a good background

plant to encourage wildlife.

However, animals have figured

things out by taking the path of

least resistance by going

underground. Stormwater

drainage systems are designed

to direct and redirect rain

water runoff, but many animals

have been able to use these

systems as underground

highways to avoid the noise

and dangers of busy roadways.

Alan Ivory, a doctorate student

at the University of Florida,

documented over 3,800 animal

sightings in drainage systems

below the university.

Strategically placed cameras

identified alligators, raccoons,

a variety of birds and fish,

opossums, armadillos, frogs,

and other species. Southeastern

myotis bats were even

photographed clinging onto

manhole covers.

Carolina or sand holly (Ilex

ambigua) was putting on quite a

show! Typically seen as a large

shrub or small tree, this holly

has minimal leaf serration,

small white flowers in the

spring and fall/winter berries

loved by wildlife.

Found mostly in sand scrub

and hammocks in Zones 8-9, it

Wildlife corridors are swaths of

undeveloped land that enable

Florida’s diverse wildlife to get

from one place to another to

breed, hunt for food, and

maintain their unique genetic

diversity. Wildlife corridors, or

‘Green Corridors’, act as natural

bridges that help prevent

wildlife from becoming

confined and surrounded by

manmade obstacles particularly

centerline roads and interstates

that continue to increase

throughout the state.

As a result, wildlife corridors

become more fragmented which

leaves animals little choice but

to cross busy highways and

interstates. There are a total of

29 federally listed threatened

and endangered species where

road crossings pose a significant

threat.

One of my favorite Master

Gardener activities is giving

tours of Rye Preserve. Since the

rains have virtually stopped,

there is a lot of brown and not

much visual interest lately.

As we turned a corner recently,

there were beautiful eye

catching oval red berries in

abundance.

WHAT LIES BELOW YOUR FEETWHAT LIES BELOW YOUR FEET
BY JIM HAUPT, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEERBY JIM HAUPT, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER
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Wildlife corridor over highway. Photo by Canva

NOTHING AMBIGUOUS ABOUT THESE EYE-POPPING RED BERRIES!NOTHING AMBIGUOUS ABOUT THESE EYE-POPPING RED BERRIES!
BY SALLY HERB, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEERBY SALLY HERB, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER

Sand holly. Photo by Sally Herb
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This plant, Farfugium japonicum,

with its large and unusual leaf

shape, is appropriately called

the tractor seat plant. Although

green is the more common leaf

In addition to our regular

Diagnostic Plant Clinic at the

Extension office (1303 17th

Street West, Palmetto), Master

Gardener Volunteers are

deployed at additional locations

throughout the county at our

Mobile Plant Clinics.

Highly trained Master Gardener

Volunteers staff each location

and are qualified to address

your lawn and garden questions,

including plant and weed

identification, insect

identification, management of

pest issues, and know how to

refer you to science-based

University of Florida

information, all under the

umbrella of Florida-Friendly

Landscaping™ principles.

Our goal is to assist Extension

agents in their aim to conserve

water use and preserve water

quality, responsibly manage

pests, and assist residents in

having a healthy and beautiful

landscape.

FOR YOUR CONVENIENCE: MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER MOBILE PLANT CLINICSFOR YOUR CONVENIENCE: MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER MOBILE PLANT CLINICS
DAYS, TIMES, AND LOCATIONSDAYS, TIMES, AND LOCATIONS
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CENTRAL LIBRARYCENTRAL LIBRARY

Third Sundays

9:00 A.M. to 12:00 P.M.

2710 White Eagle Blvd.,

Lakewood Ranch

Third Saturdays

9:00 A.M. to 12:00 P.M.

5409 Manatee Ave. W.,

Bradenton

Third Saturdays

11:30 A.M. to 2:30 P.M.

1301 Barcarrota Ave.,

Bradenton

First Saturdays

10:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M.

5701 Marina Dr., Holmes Beach

First Saturdays

9:00 A.M. to 12:00 P.M.

16410 Rangeland Pkwy,

Bradenton

BOB GARDNER PARKBOB GARDNER PARK

CROWDER BROS. ACE HARDWARECROWDER BROS. ACE HARDWARE

LAKEWOOD RANCH LIBRARYLAKEWOOD RANCH LIBRARY

ISLAND BRANCH LIBRARYISLAND BRANCH LIBRARY

Tractor seat plant. Photo by Canva

color, the leaves can also have

yellow spots, so it is also known

as the leopard plant. In

addition to the large odd,

shaped leaves with stems up to

two feet, it also has very

attractive yellow blooms in late

fall to early winter.

Although the plant originally

came from the warmer parts of

Japan it does well Florida zones

7-10. The tractor seat plant does

best in shade to part shade

areas with moist well drained

TRACTOR SEAT PLANTTRACTOR SEAT PLANT
BY NORMA KISIDA, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEERBY NORMA KISIDA, MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEER

soil and does well in large,

shaded containers. The green

leafed variety is more available

than some of the cultivars and

can be propagated by division

in the spring.

You can view this plant in our

Master Gardener educational

garden in our newly created

shade garden where it is

thriving.

Second & Fourth Saturdays

10:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M.

6750 US-301, Ellenton

Second Saturdays

10:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M.

6081 26th St W., Bradenton

First and Third Thursdays

8:30 A.M. to 11:30 A.M.

912 63  Ave. W., Bradentonrd

Fourth Saturdays (Oct-May)

8:30 A.M. to 12:30 P.M.

Old Main Street, Bradenton

Amy Boohaker, Tanya Larsen & Teri Conk at
Crowder Bros. Ace Hardware

ROCKY BLUFF LIBRARYROCKY BLUFF LIBRARY

ST. GEORGE’S EPISCOPAL CHURCHST. GEORGE’S EPISCOPAL CHURCH

BRADENTON FARMER’S MARKETBRADENTON FARMER’S MARKET

SOUTH MANATEE BRANCH LIBRARYSOUTH MANATEE BRANCH LIBRARY
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Third Saturday of the month

(October - April)

9:00 A.M.

Learn more here:

https://RyePreserveTours.event

brite.com

February 13, 2026

3:00 P.M. to 4:00 P.M.

Learn more here:

https://manateelibrary.libcal.c

om/event/15692964

Fourth Saturday of the month

(September - April)

9:00 A.M.

Learn more here:

https://PericoPreserveTours.ev

entbrite.com

February 24, 2026

11:00 A.M. to 12:00 P.M.

Learn more here:

https://manateelibrary.libcal.c

om/event/15715106

First Saturday of the month

(November - April)

9:00 A.M.

Learn more here:

https://EmersonPointPreserve

Tour.eventbrite.com

February 27, 2026

2:30 P.M. to 4:00 P.M.

Learn more here:

https://shorturl.at/mOQTU

UPCOMING EVENTSUPCOMING EVENTS

RYE PRESERVE TOURSRYE PRESERVE TOURS

CONTAINER GARDENING CONTAINER GARDENING

PERICO PRESERVE TOURPERICO PRESERVE TOUR EMERSON POINT PRESERVE TOUREMERSON POINT PRESERVE TOUR

PLANT IDENTIFICATIONPLANT IDENTIFICATION UNDERSTANDING PLANT TOXICOLOGYUNDERSTANDING PLANT TOXICOLOGY

8

TO VIEW MORE EVENTS, VISIT : HTTPS://SFYL.IFAS.UFL.EDU/EVENTS/?LOCATION=MANATEETO VIEW MORE EVENTS, VISIT : HTTPS://SFYL.IFAS.UFL.EDU/EVENTS/?LOCATION=MANATEE

Learn how to create a beautiful

and sustainable garden in

Florida with our Florida-

Friendly Landscaping™ for

Newcomers event!

Learn how to create a beautiful

and sustainable garden in

Florida with our Florida-

Friendly Landscaping™ for

Newcomers event!

FLORIDA-FRIENDLY LANDSCAPING     FOR NEWCOMERSFLORIDA-FRIENDLY LANDSCAPING FOR NEWCOMERS
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 19, 2025 FROM 11:00AM - 12:00PMTHURSDAY, FEBRUARY 19, 2025 FROM 11:00AM - 12:00PM

Get tickets here:

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/fl

orida-friendly-landscapingtm-

for-newcomers-tickets-

1906346988159?aff=oddtdtcreator

TM

https://manateelibrary.libcal.com/event/15692964
https://manateelibrary.libcal.com/event/15692964
https://manateelibrary.libcal.com/event/15715106
https://manateelibrary.libcal.com/event/15715106
https://emersonpointpreservetour.eventbrite.com/
https://emersonpointpreservetour.eventbrite.com/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/understanding-plant-toxicity-tickets-1981589821499?aff=oddtdtcreator
http://bit.ly/4maZX25
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/florida-friendly-landscapingtm-for-newcomers-tickets-1906346988159?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/florida-friendly-landscapingtm-for-newcomers-tickets-1906346988159?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/florida-friendly-landscapingtm-for-newcomers-tickets-1906346988159?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/florida-friendly-landscapingtm-for-newcomers-tickets-1906346988159?aff=oddtdtcreator

