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Winterizing Your Pond
By Shannon Goins

Koi Fish

It’s that time of year again 
when you can walk through 
three different holiday sea-
sons at your local major retail 
store in a matter of only a few 

aisles.  Like a big flashing neon sign, 
this is the signal to every pond owner 
to begin the process of winterizing the 
back yard pond.

The correct steps in winterizing 
a pond depend on a number of fac-
tors:  Is the pond planted?  Are there 
fish in the pond – if so, what kind?  Is 
there a waterfall?  While there are sev-
eral variables, the process is simple.  
Winterization should be considered a 
standard annual practice in pond own-
ership.  When done properly, it simpli-
fies the process in opening the pond 
for spring.
General Guidelines

Let’s start with general prepara-
tion that applies to all ponds.  Debris 
removal is the number one priority in 
winterization.  Getting rid of twigs and 
leaves that have found their way into 
your pond over the last few months 
is not just an aesthetic endeavor – it 
makes your pond easier to start up in 
the spring by limiting the amount of ex-
isting nutrients that would feed algae, 
and it makes it safe for your fish over 
the long winter months.  Debris left in 
your pond will decompose during the 
winter, constantly releasing noxious 
hydrogen sulfide gas which robs the 
fish of the oxygen rich environment 
that they need.  

Fall cleaning should be thorough, 
but it is not an attempt to create a 
sterile environment.  Get out large 
debris that you can remove with a net 

and other pond cleaning 
tools.  Then, add a bacte-
rial enzyme while the water 
is still warm to break down 
the smaller debris and the 
sludge that you can’t get 
out.   Local pond supply 
stores carry this enzyme 
additive.  Smaller debris can 
also clog filters during the 
winter and make the pumps 
more prone to freezing.

It is best to complete the 
debris removal prior to the 
water reaching 50 degrees 
F.  After the water crosses 
that temperature threshold, 
add a Fall/Winter prepara-
tion that contains bacteria 

that work well in cold water.  This will 
help keep the nitrogen cycle (waste 
removal process) going throughout the 
winter, albeit much slower than during 
the warmer months.

Once the pond has been cleaned 
out, place a pond net across the top 
to prevent more leaves and twigs from 
making it back in during the fall sea-
son.  Your local pond retailer should 
have these in stock.  Be sure to keep 
the net out of the water so the fish can-
not get tangled, and do not permit any 
dips in the net because leaves will pool 
there and drag the net further down.  
Also, be sure to check your skimmer 
net more frequently as leaves are very 
sneaky critters that have a tendency to 
find their way into ponds even with the 
best laid plans for pond netting.  Don’t 
forget to leave small openings in your 
pond net if you have frogs that visit 
the pond so that they may continue to 
come and go.
Plant Winterization

Preparing plants for winter is very 
straightforward.  As they begin to turn 
brown, pond plants are starting to go 
dormant for the winter.  Trim back and 
remove all dead leaves to help reduce 
the amount of organic debris in the 
pond.  The less organic material that is 
present in your pond, the fewer prob-
lems you will have with algae in the 
spring.

Hardy bog plants and margin-
als need to be trimmed back to ap-
proximately 2” to 3”.  If they have been 
planted in pots, submerge them deep 
into the pond.  This will help to protect 
them by insulating them from cold.  If 
you have bog plants that cannot be 

moved eas-
ily, you may 
opt to cover 
them with 
barley straw 
from a local 
pond store.  
If the bar-
ley straw 
blows into 
the pond, 
it should 
not cause 
a problem, 
since it is 
f r equen t l y 
used in 
ponds as a 
natural al-
gae treat-
ment meth-
od.
Caring for Your Fish During the 
Winter

One of the most common ques-
tions about pond winterization is what 
to do with the fish when it gets cold.  
While koi are tolerant of very cold tem-
peratures and can easily withstand 
Arkansas winters, some fancy gold-
fish and all algae eating fish must be 
brought inside during the cold months.

It is a common belief that koi 
should be fed a wheat germ based diet 

during fall and spring.  However, this is 
not the best option.  It is true that koi 
metabolism slows down as the tem-
perature falls and they are no longer 
able to digest many ingredients found 
in lower quality foods.  Wheat germ is 
one of these ingredients that cannot 
be digested. It is passed through the 
fish and is deposited as waste in the 
pond.  

As was previously mentioned, the 
more organic waste left in the pond 
over winter, the worse the algae will 
be in the spring.  By feeding koi a high 
quality, highly digestible diet that mim-
ics their natural food, it is possible to 
keep them well fed through fall and 
spring without adding unnecessary 
waste to the pond ecosystem.  A good 
pond retailer will carry these higher-
quality foods. 

Feeding should be slowed as the 
water temperature begins to drop, and 
eventually stopped once the water 
reaches 50 degrees Fahrenheit.  You 
can best track how to feed in the fall by 
obtaining a feeding thermometer from 
your local pond supply store.  Continu-
ing to feed throughout the winter can 
kill fish.  High levels of toxic ammonia 
are caused by decomposing uneaten 
food and fish waste.  In cold weather, 
bacteria that would normally process 
this waste are dormant.    

Remember that fish will often come 
up to eat during the colder months if 
they are offered food.  This is more of 
a behavior to please their caretakers 
rather than because they are hungry.  
Keep in mind that their digestive sys-
tems do not do well with food in them 
during the cold months.  Food can rot 
in the gut and lead to serious intestinal 
problems.
To Run, Or Not to Run

Arkansas’ tricky winter climate 
makes straightforward advice on 
whether or not to run pumps through-
out the season a bit of a dilemma.  As 
a general rule, ponds in central Arkan-
sas should continue to run their pumps 
throughout the winter.  There are, how-
ever, some special circumstances that 
should be taken into consideration for 
certain ponds.

By keeping the pond going while 
the weather is cold, fish are getting 
well oxygenated water.  Additionally, 
the beneficial bacteria that live in the 
filters and provide waste filtration dur-
ing the summer months are kept alive 
in a dormant state.  So, if it is feasible 
to do this with a pond, it is the pre-
ferred strategy during the winter.

Frozen Waterfall

Pond Heater

Shannon Goins is a 
co-owner of NorthSide 
Aquatics, located on 
Counts Massie Rd. in Mau-
melle.  She specializes in 
filtration and water qual-
ity management.  Shan-
non welcomes everyone 
to stop in and see the new 
greenhouse water garden 
area at NorthSide Aquat-
ics and join them on Face-
book for the latest store 
updates.

Rafimi Photography

One reason that you might not 
want to run your pump during winter is 
that severe freezing can damage the 
pump by cracking the casing.  While 
this is unlikely in our climate, we do pe-
riodically have severe weather such as 
ice storms which can cut the electrical 
power for several days, allowing time 
for a pump to freeze.  

A second reason not to run a pond 
pump is that if a waterfall is present, 
ice can form on the sides of the water-
fall and divert the water flow out of the 
pond.  Generally, keeping a close eye 
on the water level is a sufficient way to 
monitor this potential problem.  

Smaller and shallower ponds de-
serve special consideration because 
many of them only have a single foun-
tain style pump which pulls water from 
the deeper, warmer areas of the pond.  
This water is then pumped out into the 
cold air, chilling it, before returning it 
to the pond.  Running these types of 
fountain-style pumps lowers the over-
all temperature of the pond, so they 
should be shut off or modified so that 
they run horizontally rather than verti-
cally.  Pumps should be used only in 
shallow areas and not mix the cooler 
water from the shallow areas with the 
deeper, warmer waters.

Deciding whether or not to run 

your pond over the winter should be 
an individual decision based on your 
particular type of setup and good infor-
mation to help you make that decision.  
Remember, if you decide not to run 
your pond pump over the winter, put 
the pump in a bucket of water in the 
garage where it cannot freeze.  This 
ensures that the seals in the pump 
stay wet and pliable.  Neglecting this 
important step can cause the seals to 
dry out and crack, leading to leaks in 
the spring.
A Frozen Pond?

Frozen ponds are not a common 
occurrence in Arkansas.  However, 
some winters can be particularly cold 
and produce ice storms during which 
the outside temperatures may be ex-
tremely cold for several weeks.  If the 
temperatures remain low enough for 
an extended period of time, a pond 
that is not running may freeze on top.  
In such situations, fish are deprived of 
oxygen and may die.  

The ideal way to prevent this type 
of situation is to have a pond heater 
already in place.  A pond heater is 
not designed to heat the entire pond; 
rather, it heats the water immediately 
around it to keep it from freezing.  In 

Continued on Page 19
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Matching Wine & Food... 
Continued on Page 9

enthetically, sparkling wines are most 
often made by one of two methods: 
Charmat (made in bulk in large tanks) 
and methode champenoise (traditional 
method from Champagne, where the 
sparkling wine is finished in individual 
bottles).  Charmat is good, methode 
champenoise usually preferred by 
knowledgeable hosts/hostesses for 
their memorable dinners.

Variations:  there is no real need 
to serve both the sparkling wine and 
the dessert wine; serving either will 
add interest and elegance to your 
meal.  If you want to go all out, how-
ever, in addition to both the sparkling 
wine before dinner and the dessert 
wine after, place an opened bottle 
each of red, white and rosé wine on  a 
sideboard and let guests state prefer-
ences.  Caveat:  This amount of wine, 
however, combined with the usual holi-
day meal,  may well lead to semi-co-
matose guests,  with possible unpleas-
ant and expensive encounters with law 
enforcement officials as the guests 
drive home.   Be reasonable.

Pointer #8:  Have appropriate 
glasses on hand.  “Appropriate” doesn’t 
necessarily mean “expensive,” but if 
the glasses are expensive, that fact 
shouldn’t detract from their purpose.  
All wine glasses should be stemmed.  
For still wines, a bowl of eight or more 
ounces allows proper display, evalua-
tion and enjoyment of the wine.  The 
most obvious difference between still 
table wines and sparkling wines are the 
bubbles in the latter.  Glasses should 
show off the bubbles, the more the bet-
ter.  The principal glasses used for this 
purpose are “flute” and “tulip” glasses, 
offered in the shape of a flute or a tu-
lip.  Coloring or etching in wine glasses 
is best forgone.  For fortified dessert 
wines (about twice the alcohol content 
of table wines) smaller glasses are 
good but large glasses may be used 
and less wine poured.  Some hosts/
hostesses insist on larger glasses for 
dessert wines, since the size allows for 
more accurate evaluation of the wine.

Pointer #9: Know how to open 
a bottle of sparkling wine.  Practice if 
necessary.  It’s best not to pop the cork 
but some hosts/hostesses prefer it, 
especially if dinner guests are young.  
Have an appropriate corkscrew on 
hand for still wines and, whatever 
brand it is, know how to use it.  Few 
things will detract more from a beau-
tiful dinner than the host struggling to 

open recalcitrant bottles.
Pointer #10 (the most important 

pointer of all, memorize this one):  You, 
as the host/hostess, are the perceived 
wine expert.  You could likely serve 
your best wine in the antique snuff 
glasses you inherited from your Grand-
mother without raising eyebrows. No 
matter what you do, what wine you 
serve or how you match it with food, 
your guests will almost invariably con-
clude that you have special knowledge 
not available to them and will not point 
out your mistakes.  Even if they know 
you are off on a tangent, they probably 
won’t mention it.  If they do make an 
issue of it, simply smile, nod your head 
and change the subject. (A most posi-
tive sign:  they ask where they can get 
antique snuff glasses like your Grand-
mother’s).

Finally, keep in mind this all-im-
portant fact (which will negate almost 
any mistake you make in matching 
wine and food):  you are offering your 
guests not just food and wine.  You are 
offering them your hospitality, and that 
hospitality includes friendship, well-
being, comfort, and a myriad of warm, 
comfortable, happy interactions.  Your 
guests can do no better than to rec-
ognize and show appreciation for that 
hospitality.     

Busch corporate headquarters in St. 
Louis and has visited all of the Busch 
Garden locations.  She also plants 
a lot of winter-blooming camellias in 
honor of those she ardently admired 
in Shaw’s Botanical Garden in St. 
Louis.  Les retired ten years before 
Geneva and worked constantly in 
their yard in St. Louis as well as here, 

The Secret Garden... Continued on Page 13

although they don’t 
refer to their labors of 
love as “work”.  

The Heggemeiers 
moved to Maumelle 
to be near Geneva’s 
three sisters and many 
nieces and nephews 
(she and Les recently 
became a Great Great 
Aunt and Uncle for the 
first time). These days, 
Geneva can be seen 
in Kroger’s’ gourmet 
cheese department.  She was often 
responsible for coordinating employ-
ee and other entertainment venues 
for her former boss at Anheuser-
Busch and found she enjoyed work-

ing with specialty 
foods.

There were 
just too many 
wonderful areas 
and plants to 
choose a favorite, 
but among those 
which are most 
eye-catching is 
the Trompen-
berg Japanese 
maple, which 
changes colors 
almost monthly 
throughout the 
year.  This maple 
is difficult to come 
by and one large 

landscape company in the area has 
been searching for one for more than 
a year at Geneva’s request, as a gift 
for her sister.  Another outstanding 
specimen is a Fan-leaf palm, which 
is about twelve feet tall and has been 
nurtured since it was a mere three-
foot miniature of its now grand self.  

Twinkling lights, the sounds of 
fountains, the feel of branches and 

leaves, the aromas of plants…all of 
this and more could entertain the ca-
sual browser for hours.  It is a plea-
sure to share some of the wonder of 
Geneva and Les’ secret garden.    

so doing, the pond heater essentially 
creates a hole in the ice through which 
oxygen may pass to the fish.  

Should your pond ever freeze 
across the top, never break the ice by 
pounding on it.  Breaking the ice by 
force can cause shock waves that may 
result in fatal internal injuries to your 
fish.  Alternatively, you may boil a pot 
of water and then set the pot on top of 
the ice to melt a hole through it.  This 
is a safe and easy method to ensure 
your fish get plenty of oxygen during a 
nasty cold spell.

Pond winterization is an impor-
tant step in preparing for a beautiful 
spring pond.  Removing existing de-
bris, preventing more debris from ac-
cumulating, reducing fish waste, and 
by making certain the pond remains 
oxygenated, we can ensure that our 
ponds will stay healthy over the winter.  
When the temperatures begin to climb 
again, sometime between the red 
heart shaped boxes of chocolates and 
the pastel colored eggs on the shelves 
of our large local retailers, it will be 
time to look to our ponds for signs of 
life once again.     

Winterizing Your Pond... 
Continued on Page 15
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