
 
 

There is growing interest in container gardening; the popularity of balcony gardens and smaller yards, the flexibility 

to rotate and re-arrange plants throughout the season, the increasing variety of architecturally designed containers, 

the ability to use plants that may not thrive well with garden inadequacies such as heavy clay or tree roots, and the 

ability to get plants going earlier in the season all contribute to this trend. 

Perennials and shrubs can be grown in containers throughout the late spring, summer and early fall without any 

extra care as long as the growing conditions mimic those which they’d receive if planted in the ground (water, soil 

nutrients, etc.).  However, if you wish to overwinter the containers, actions must be taken to protect the plant 

material from exposure to the cold and drying conditions of winter.  Containers are vulnerable during winter since 

the soil in the container is exposed to the cold from all sides, unlike plants in the ground. 

This extra protection can consist of one or more of the following: 

 

1. Choose plants that are very hardy for your growing zone. 
To overwinter containers, especially if they remain outside, choose plants rated for at least 1 growing zone 

(preferably 2 zones) more hardy than your area.  E.g., for London, ON, which is in growing zone 5 to 5B, 

choose plants hardy up to zone 4, or even better, up to zone 3 (the lower the zone number for the plant, 

the more hardy the plant is). 

 

2. Choose as large a container as possible. 
The larger the container, the more soil mass there is to protect the roots from freezing. A container several 

feet in all dimensions will provide better protection than a smaller size, still allowing for some mobility.  A 

very large permanent stationary planter (e.g., constructed with 4” x 4” wood) provides almost as much 

protection as if the plants were in the ground. Remember to choose containers that will not crack from 

freezing moisture, and that have adequate drainage. 

 

3. Choose a container shape the “hugs” the ground. 
A wide, short container that does not taper in at the bottom reduces cold exposure through the sides. 

Placement directly on soil, as opposed to concrete or stone, will help by conducting the ground warmth to 

the container. 

 

4. Insulate the container. 
The container can be wrapped or lined on the inside with multiple layers of insulation to protect from cold 

and temperature flux (flexible foam, bubble wrap, etc.).  Also, if possible, choose containers that have 

better insulating capabilities. 

   

5. Mulch the soil surface. 
In addition to wrapping the container sides, the soil surface can be heavily mulched with straw, leaves or 

shredded bark. You can even bury the entire container in a pile of mulch.  Areas with constant, reliable 

snow cover during most of the winter season will have less need for surface protection. 

 

6. Partially bury the container in your garden. 
If you have a vegetable or unused garden area for the winter, your containers can be buried in the ground 

to the soil level, which provides the plant with as much protection as if it were actually planted in the 

ground. 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Wrap shrub trunks and branches. 
Deciduous shrubs whose smaller branches are vulnerable to cold (e.g., Japanese Maples) will benefit from 

a loose, protective wrap of burlap or other material that cuts down exposure to cold winds. Evergreen 

shrubs, both conifers and broadleaf, are vulnerable to the drying effects of cold winds, and will also benefit 

from this type of protection, as long as the open-mesh wrap allows air movement and access to light. A 

wrapping method that has supports that keep the wrap away from the branches, leaves or needles is 

advised.  

  

8. Move the container to a protected area for the winter. 
You can move your containers to an outside area sheltered from cold, drying winds by buildings or other 

structures, or move them inside to an unheated garage or basement once they are completely dormant 

(cool temperatures are essential to maintain dormancy).  A windy high-rise balcony can require even more 

protection than other garden areas. 

 

 Perennials have no above-soil components when dormant for the winter and don’t require any 

light, so these could be moved to an unlighted basement area.  You might make an exception for 

perennials that are semi-evergreen during the winter, such as ajuga, bergenia, mondo grass, 

heuchera, creeping sedums, hens-and-chicks, and some ivies and sedge grasses.  These plants 

can maintain their foliage in cool but well-lit areas and provide some winter interest in an unheated 

greenhouse or enclosed porch. 

 Deciduous shrubs prefer low light for the winter to encourage dormancy, but you must take care 

to move them to a well-lighted location as soon as the leaf buds begin to swell in the spring. 

 Evergreens (conifers and broadleaf) shrubs do require light during the winter, since some 

transpiration still occurs, so these cannot be stored in a dark location. 

 

 

9. Avoid temperature changes caused by direct winter sun. 
An area protected from winter sun will help avoid drastic freeze/thaw temperature changes to the container 

which could cause the plant to temporarily break out of its dormancy. Placement in shade is advisable 

particularly for evergreen shrubs, since they are quite vulnerable to freeze-thaw stress, and drying out of 

either the soil or the leaves/needles. 

 

10. Monitor soil moisture in the container. 
When plants are dormant during winter, too much soil moisture can cause root rot. Soil should not be 

allowed to dry out completely, but should have minimal moisture. Keep in mind that heavier soils will retain 

moisture much longer than a lighter soil. Once the soil in outdoor containers freezes, very little moisture is 

lost.  These containers can even be tipped onto their sides or moved under an overhang for the winter so 

that the soil doesn’t become wet from rain or snow.  Note that evergreen shrubs in containers may have 

more need for occasional watering, since they continue to transpire and are more prone to drying out 

during winter. Also note that plants which are recommended for dry, well-drained soils will be more 

sensitive to excess moisture during the winter. 

 

11. Re-introduce the plants slowly to normal growing conditions in spring. 
In spring, return the containers to their usual spring exposure a few hours at a time to avoid stress to the 

plants. 

 

12. Don’t fertilize your plants in the fall or winter! 
When plants are dormant or semi-dormant in late fall or winter, fertilizer is of no value and can cause 

damage. 

 
 

 

  



Of course, you don’t need to do ALL of the above; a very hardy perennial in a medium-to-large size container may 

not require any other protection methods. Perennials are less trouble to overwinter since there is nothing above the 

ground to maintain or protect. Everyone’s environment is different, and you may need some trial-and-error to 

establish which plants overwinter best for you. Keep in mind that your container plants should have had a chance to 

establish and grow a good root system before the cold season arrives.  You cannot expect your garden centre to 

provide the usual seasonal warrantees for plants overwintered in containers, since container growing conditions are 

so varied.  Here are some perennials and shrubs that are usually reliable to overwinter in containers: 

 

 

Perennials: 
 False indigo 

 Bergenia 

 Heuchera, Heucherella 

 Hosta 

 Donkey Tail Spurge 

 Siberian Iris 

 Daylily 

 Lady’s Mantle 

 Shasta Daisy 

 Aster 

 Campanula 

 Coreopsis 

 Echinacea (old-fashioned purple) 

 Cranesbill 

 Phlox 

 Primula 

 Salvia 

 Sedum 

 Yarrow 

 Columbine 

 Hellebore 

 Hens-and-chicks 

 Spiderwort 

 Sedge Grass 

 Creeping Jenny 

 Lamium 

 Periwinkle 

 Armeria 

 Forget-me-not 

 

 

Shrubs (choose dwarf varieties): 
 Dwarf Alberta Spruce 

 Yews 

 Mugho Pine 

 Blue Star, Blue Rug, and most creeping 

Junipers 

 Globe Blue Spruce 

 Globe Cedar 

 Weeping Hemlock, Jeddeloh Hemlock 

 Any other dwarf conifers hardy to at least 

zone 3 or 4 

 Holly 

 Korean Lilac 

 Boxwood 

 Dogwood 

 Ninebark (dwarf forms) 

 Weigela (dwarf forms) 

 Witch Hazel 

 Dwarf Fothergilla 

 Tiger Eye Sumac 

 Ornamental Black Elder 

 Explorer series, or any other very hardy 

Roses 

 


