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Tropiflora’s  TILLANDSIA CARE 
THE CARE AND FEEDING OF YOUR NEW AIR PLANT 

 
Why are Tillandsias called 'Air Plants'? Most Tillandsias are epiphytes, that is, they and many other mem-
bers of the bromeliad family don't need soil to grow in, or even roots for that matter. They commonly grow 
on the limbs of trees or on rocky cliffs where their wiry roots are used as holdfasts, taking nothing from 
their hosts.  
 
Bromeliads are a diverse group and occur all over the American tropics from the southeastern U.S. south 
to Argentina. Some varieties grow in the soil, like the Pineapple, but most are at home in trees, on rocks 
or other breezy places. In fact, some have no roots at all! Tillandsia usneoides or 'Spanish Moss' grows 
draped over a twig or even a phone line, and has no roots at all. 
 
The secret to their success in difficult environments is their trichomes. Now all plants have trichomes, but 
only in bromeliads are they so developed, especially in the Tillandsias. It's their trichomes that give many 
Tillandsias a white, silvery or fuzzy appearance. These specialized organs allow Tillandsias to be expert 
nutrient scavengers. While most plants feed through well-developed root hairs, Tillandsias take nourish-
ment through their leaves. Their trichomes enable them to gather nutrients from even the most unlikely 
sources. Rainwater, fog, leaf debris, frog and bird droppings and even dust, provides ample sustenance 
to these remarkable plants in the wild. 
 

REQUIREMENTS 
Just because Tillandsias can live on skimpy rations, doesn't mean they won’t grow faster, bigger and look 
better if given a balanced, steady diet. Feeding can be as infrequent as monthly, though more often, in 
smaller doses will give better results. Tillandsias are not about food, but there is one important thing to 
remember: Since they don't live in soil, they can't break down urea based nitrogen. Nitrogen is the 'N' 
component in the NPK analysis of fertilizer. Phosphate and Potash are important too, but be sure the Ni-
trogen is ammoniacal, or nitrate, or both, not urea based. An NPK rating of 20-10-20, 20-20-20 or 20-10-
30 is good. If you feed monthly, use up to a tablespoon per gallon, half that for biweekly and less if you 
use a dilute solution each time you water. Be sure to read the directions on the fertilizer container. Usu-
ally commercial brands can be safely used at half strength. 
 
Aside from feeding, what else is important to Tillandsia culture? Water. Even 'Air Plants' need liquid water 
(high humidity alone won’t do). A PH of 6.0 is perfect, but rainwater and almost any tap water will do. But 
one thing, never ever use softened water! This potentially has too much sodium (salt) in it, and may dam-
age your Tillandsias. Water about twice a week by wetting them thoroughly, and then let them dry out 
quickly. They may need more if kept in air conditioning or if you live in a desert climate, and less in the 
cool months. Silvery (xeric) Tillandsias need less water than green (mesic) varieties. 
 
Light, the natural kind is best, and is something no plant can do without. If you keep your Tillandsias in-
side a house or on a porch, give them all the light you can. Best exposure is in a South, East or West win-
dow or close to some grow lights. If kept in a greenhouse or outdoors, make sure your plant can take the 
sun o.k. If their leaves are more green than silver, or rather shiny, it may mean that they need less light 
and may burn in full sun. If they have a lovely coat of silvery trichomes, chances are they can take the 
brightest spot you've got. 
 
Air plants need air. Just a little breeze from an open window or a fan will do. Try to avoid a dead air space. 
Benefits will be less danger of insects and fungal problems, faster drying and a generally better looking 
plant. 



© Tropiflora, LLC 

 

Cold temperatures are something you should try to avoid. Note that most Tillandsia species are tropical 
and therefore rarely experience freezing temperatures in the wild. Here is a hint, if you feel cold, you can 
bet that they feel cold too. Plants are affected by wind chill the same a people are.  
 
Propagating Tillandsias is usually an easy matter. Most species reproduce from offsets and will form 
natural clumps and clusters which can be divided to produce new plants. A rule of thumb for most Tilland-
sias would be to wait until the new plant is one third to one half the size of the original before removing. 
Once removed, treat it the same as you would a more mature plant for mounting, feeding, watering, etc. 
Alternately you can grow some species from seed. If you pollinate the flowers or they set seed on their 
own, once the seed pod dehisces or splits, the seed can be sown on a screen or other similar substrate, 
not on soil, and be placed in a bright but shaded area for germination. Seed should be wet every few days 
and once germination is evident, keep them in a place with good air circulation and water as needed, 
every few days to a week. Tillandsias grow slowly from seed, but the process is very rewarding.  
 

DISPLAYING 
Now that you know what Tillandsias require, you only need to consider what to put them on or in. With few 
exceptions, xeric Tillandsias don't like being potted. Mounting on a piece of wood, cork, stone or other 
suitable perch is the preferred method. Attach them with construction adhesive, (like liquid nails), wire 
(no bare copper) or both. In time they will form wire-like roots that will grip any rough surface. You can 
grow them standing up in an empty pot, or resting on the surface of a pot full of pebbles or other material 
that doesn't hold water. However, displaying them on a hanging or standing mount will show them off to 
their full potential. Here are some tips: Learn something about the plants, like how big they get, so that 
you can choose a mount that will accommodate them when they mature. If a clumping species, you may 
want to choose a slender mount that will show off their best form. They look great standing on a wood or 
decorative stone. Be artistic, use your imagination. Make a 'Tillandsia tree' and put several different spe-
cies together, it'll make a great conversation piece. Just remember to choose plants that have similar re-
quirements for light and water. Try not to mix desert plants with jungle plants. 
 
Now all that's left to do is enjoy. If you do these few simple things, your Tillandsias will bloom and grow 
and make you proud. Now what more could you ask of a plant? 

 
See these other Tropiflora care sheets for further information on bromeliad culture: 

‘Bromeliad Care‘, Terrestrial Bromeliad Care’, ‘Bromeliads In The Terrarium’, ‘Creating A Bromeliad Tree’, 
‘Mounting Bromeliads’, ‘Forcing The Issue’ (forcing blooming) and ‘A Media Event’ (potting soil info). 

 

Visit these informative websites for comprehensive information on bromeliads and their culture:  
Bromeliad Society International (bsi.org) and Florida Council Of Bromeliad Societies (fcbs.org) 
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