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PREPARING A POND
FOR WINTER

As winter approaches, it is time to prepare the pond and fish for winter dormancy. Tests should be done for 
ammonia, nitrite, nitrate, pH, and salt levels. Be sure to condition the water to be added to the pond before 
each filling.

Now is the time to check for debris and decaying organic material. This organic matter may release toxins, 
harbor parasites, or fill the pond with sludge. Decaying leaves also consume oxygen that your fish need for 
survival.

Winter and spring are stressful times for the fish, so fall and spring-cleaning your pond will greatly improve 
the water quality. Consider covering your pond with netting if it cannot be cleaned regularly, and choose 
a reusable net that uses stakes, grommets, and poles. Imagine that your net is a giant tea bag, and clean it 
before it starts to sag into your pond.

Fish: Keep in mind that there are more fish in your average pond than in a natural lake. Small fish require less 
oxygen than larger fish, so small fry survive the winter where the larger fish may not. Reducing the number of 
fish in your pond is a necessary job.

Fish may not move around as quickly and are less aware of predators, so offer fish protection. Deep areas with 
vertical walls and rock shelters will help protect your fish.

Feeding: Stop feeding your pond fish any summer foods when the water temperature gets below 60°F 
(15°C). As the water temperature drops, feed sparingly a cold water or wheat germ pond food until the water 
temperature gets to 50°F (10°C). Note: Some foods may recommend stopping at 42°F (6°C). Feeding the right 
foods at the right time will help your fish survive the winter if they will be left in the pond. If your pond isn’t 
deep enough or set up to winterize your fish you may need to move the fish indoors. When moving fish 
indoors follow the same acclimation process that is used for introducing new fish to the pond.

Frogs and Turtles: Frogs and turtles will begin to go dormant as the water reaches the low 50°F. They do need 
a pot or a tray of soil to burrow into if there is no gravel or rock at the bottom of your pond.

Plants: Stop fertilizing plants several weeks before the weather turns chilly in the fall. This way they can 
consume the excess fertilizer and leave little nutrients for algae to form after the plants go dormant.

After the frost has killed the tops of your perennials cut them back to just above the top of the pots. Some 
hardy marginals may be left planted along the pond or potted and they will survive the ice around their roots.

Other plants, such as water lilies, should be moved to deeper water where they will not be frozen solid. Cut 
all of the leaves and flower stems from your lilies as they start dying. You must move all the tropical plants 
indoors before the first frost. Cut back any extra branches and don’t be alarmed if some or all of the leaves fall 
off as the plant acclimates to the new indoor conditions. Place the tropicals in the sunniest window possible 
and keep a saucer of water, filled under the pot, so it can remain wet. Maintain the plants in a 70ºF range and 
out of dry furnace drafts.

Pumps and Filters: In the fall it is best to stop running the pump when the water temperature reaches the 
40°F (4°C). This allows the development of the 40ºF puddle that has an insulating layer of cold water above it.
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PREPARING A POND
FOR WINTER (CON’T.)

Pipes and filters that may have water in them will freeze and crack so these should be blown out and cleaned 
with a wet vacuum and capped off.

Most of the bacteria in your filter system and pond will go dormant or die off as the temperature drops so you 
can shut off your biological filters. If the water is also circulating through a waterfall or fountain they can still 
be left to run as long as the water running through the air does not mix with the bottom water.

Air Temperature Below Freezing: Water is a unique substance. At 40°F (4°C) it is denser then water warmer or 
colder than 40°F (4°C), so it settles to the bottom of the pond. It forms a puddle that, if left undisturbed, will 
not mix with the colder water above it. The ice floating on the pond surface insulates the lower water from 
even colder air above.

Winter pond temperatures can remain very cold for months in our climate. If a cap of ice forms over your 
pond eventually the fish and decaying plant material will consume all the available oxygen and your fish will 
suffocate. This is called “winter kill” and it occurs commonly in natural ponds.

You can avoid winter kill by keeping a small area of the pond free of ice, which allows the exchange of gases 
with the atmosphere. Air-bubblers and small pumps can be used to keep small areas ice-free, but do not 
allow them to mix the lower 40°F (4°C) puddle of water with the colder top layers. Bubblers cost less to run 
than deicers but do not work when the air temperature drops below the teens for extended periods of time. 
Deicers are not meant to “warm” the pond but to keep a small area free from ice cover. Mineral deposits can 
build up on your deicer and cause it to fail, so keep it clean with an occasional dip into a lime-away product 
or vinegar.

If your fish are gasping for air at the surface this might indicate either low oxygen or excess toxic gases such as 
hydrogen sulfide or carbon dioxide. You must then enlarge the hole in the ice either by using another bubbler 
or heater. DO NOT pound a hole in the ice (fish have ears). Use hot water pots to melt a larger hole if needed.

Water Condition: If you have not done weekly maintenance on your pond, a complete “clean-out” in the 
fall may be necessary. The fish immune system is still functioning so this will not disturb them as much as a 
spring clean-out when their immune systems are not yet at full speed from the winter.

Removing the debris from the pond before it decays and releases toxins into the water is better than waiting 
until spring. Wait until the leaves have finished dropping for the fall clean-out. There will be some leaves that 
will blow in over the winter, but they will require only a small cleaning in the spring.

Remove your fish and put them in tubs of pond water (put a piece of netting over the tub so they don’t try to 
escape) and be sure you provide them with adequate aeration. Begin pumping out the old water while you 
hose down the pond and finally, pump or wet-vac any debris left in the bottom. Pre-treat the new pond water 
as you refill. Be sure to introduce your fish to their cleaned pond by floating them in plastic bags, so they can 
acclimate to the temperature.


