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Gail Nonnecke gives us winter tips for strawberries. 
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     Summer is over and unfortunately, so are the strawberries in your garden.  But don’t forget 
about them just yet!  This week I interviewed Gail Nonnecke, horticulture professor at Iowa State 
University, to see why our strawberries need our attention right now. 
     According to Nonnecke, cold winter temperatures and repeated freezing and thawing of the 
soil through the winter months are the main threat to the strawberry plants.  Temperatures below 
twenty degrees Fahrenheit may kill flower buds and damage the roots and crowns of unmulched 
plants.  So you need to mulch your strawberries before temperatures drop below twenty degrees 
which is typically anywhere from late October in zone 4 or the northern part of Iowa to late 
November for zone 5 or the southern part of our state.  The strawberry plants should be allowed 
to harden or acclimate to cool fall temperatures though before mulching them.   
     Nonnecke recommends clean, weed-free straw or even chopped cornstalks as mulching 
material.  Apply three to five inches of mulch because it will likely settle to the desired two to four 
inches needed to cover plants.  Just remember not to use leaves as mulch.  Leaves tend to mat 
together in layers and trap air and create space for ice to form. 
     The winter mulch on strawberries should remain in place until plants show signs of growth in 
the spring.  It’s extremely important not to remove the mulch in March no matter how tempting it 
might be with the weather.  Early removal of the mulch may encourage plants to bloom before the 
danger of frost has passed.  A late frost or freeze could damage or destroy open flowers and 
substantially reduce yield.  Remove the mulch when about twenty five percent of the plants are 
producing new growth that is white or yellow in color.  This is usually mid- to late-April in Iowa.  
Remember that the first flowers are especially important because they produce the largest 
berries. 
     So in order for sweet rewards in the summer, you need to start thinking about your 
strawberries in November and creating a protective layer of straw mulch.  I guess they don’t call 
them STRAWberries for nothing! 
 
     To watch Gardening in the Zone or for more gardening information exclusively for our USDA 
Plant Hardiness Zones 4 and 5, please log on to www.iowagardeningmagazine.com or 
www.extension.iastate.edu.  Our tips are always something you can do in your own backyard. 
   

            


