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A microclimate is a small but distinctly 

different climate within a larger area. 
For example, in a garden, a spot that is 

sunny and protected from the wind 
could be considered a microclimate 

because it will be significantly warmer 
than the rest of the garden for most of 

the year. In this case, the microclimate 
would be extremely small, but they can 

also get much larger; valleys and hills 

are classically microclimates owing to a 
variety of factors that cause their 

weather to be different from the more 
general weather in the region. 

 
Factors affecting your microclimate 

 
Topography has a profound effect on microclimates. The slopes 

between cold valleys and windy hilltops can have different 
microclimates depending on their aspect (which direction they 

slope). North-facing slopes are slow to warm up in spring 
because they receive less direct sun compared with south-facing 

slopes. 
 

Wind - The predominant wind direction in this area comes from 
the West. 



Paved surfaces such as patios, driveways, and sidewalks can 

absorb heat and reradiate it at night, moderating nighttime 
temperatures. 

 
Soil types can also affect your plant selection and when you can 

plant. Heavy clay soils, which are common in this area, can act 
much like paved surfaces, moderating the temperature near 

ground level. This helps to prevent much frost damage, but clay 
soils stay wet longer in the spring, delaying spring planting. 

 
Trees can prevent rain from reaching the ground. That, combined 

with competition for water and nutrients from the tree's roots, 
may make it difficult to grow less-competitive plants around the 

base of larger trees. On the plus side, trees create shade as an 
escape from afternoon heat for cooler-season veggies. Evergreen 

trees create a cover that creates some frost protection. Trees 
can also be used as a windbreak on the windward side of your 

garden. 
 

Fences, walls, and large rocks can protect plants from wind and 
radiate heat, creating sheltered spots. 

 
Raised beds and terraces can warm and drain earlier in spring, 

especially if they are oriented toward the south. 
 

Temperature extremes 
 

The USDA Hardiness Zone Map divides North America into 11 
separate zones; each zone is 10°F warmer (or colder) in an 

average winter than the adjacent zone. If you see a hardiness 
zone in a catalog or plant description, chances are it refers to 

the USDA map. Vallejo is USDA Hardiness Zone 8b. 
 

Problems in the West 
 

Many factors besides winter lows, such as elevation and 
precipitation, determine western growing climates. Therefore the 

Sunset Western Garden Book has created more specific zoning 



guidelines for the western part of the US. Benicia and Vallejo are 

in Zone 17. 
 

This zone is characterized as having a growing season from late 
February to late November with mild, wet, almost frostless 

winters and cool, dry summers marked with fog or wind. In a 20-
year period, the lowest winter temperatures ranged from 23–26°F 

(2–5°C). 
 

Working with your microclimate 
 

Vallejo gardeners face the challenge of having periods of the 
summer that are very cool, then suddenly very hot for several 

days. The typical growing season often sees both of the following 
weather patterns: 

 
Mild winters and cool, humid summers  

In this type of weather, frost-hardy and cool-weather crops can 
be grown almost year-round. Growing warm-season vegetables, 

however, can be difficult. Use black plastic mulch to help warm 
the soil and row covers to help hold in heat. Choose fast-

maturing cultivars and those that have resistance to mildews 
and molds. Crops with high heat requirements may not do well, 

so look for substitutes. 
 

Mild winters and hot, dry summers  
Cool-season crops are best grown in the late fall and winter. In 

this climate, heat tolerance is vital, so look for vegetable crops 
and varieties that can take the scorching hot summers. Use 

shade cloth and mulch to help plants along. Because the heat 
and low humidity can dry plants out, watering becomes critical. 

Mulch plants to help conserve water, and consider planting in 
sunken beds, simply the opposite of raised beds, to help 

conserve water and protect crops. 
 

Soil-Warming Techniques   
 



Site selection can provide some advantage. Choosing a site that 

has direct sunlight exposure is helpful. Places that have a 
southern exposed wall that will absorb heat and provide wind 

protection will increase the temperature several degrees. Wind 
protection by fences, hedgerows, etc., are an advantage in 

protecting plants and allowing heat to accumulate.   
 

Good soil drainage is important because free water in the soil 
takes more energy to warm up than air.  So poorly drained soil 

retards the rate of soil warming.  Wet soil also delays the time 
when the soil can be cultivated.  Having a site where the soil is 

poorly drained may be an ideal situation for building raised beds.  
   

Greenhouses and shelters come in a wide range of configurations 
and degrees of complexity.  The point to be made here is that 

light energy penetrates the glass or plastic outside shelter 
covering and is trapped inside as heat energy.  This is commonly 

called the greenhouse effect.  The heat energy not only warms 
the air inside the shelter but penetrates the soil, warming it 

also. The structure eliminates rainfall on the soil inside the 
structure, allowing the soil to be drier, with less free water in the 

soil and more air between the soil particles. Air takes much less 
energy to heat than water, so the soil warms much easier and 

faster.  Besides the warming advantage, the shelters reduce 
wind stress that naturally occurs outside.  Shelters have an 

additional benefit in that they eliminate some common diseases 
like late blight in tomatoes.        

 
Raised beds can be built with walls 12–18 inches high and filled 

with loamy soil that is supplemented with an ample amount of 
organic matter.  Owing to the improved drainage, soil 

temperatures will be several degrees warmer.  Other benefits of 
raised beds include having ideal physical soil conditions, 

elimination of impervious soil layers or hard pans, and the 
establishment of growing and walking areas that reduce soil 

compaction.   
 



Cloches are low-to-the-ground shelters. These are structures that 

follow the planting row using hoops often made of heavyweight 
wire covered with a lightweight plastic film and anchored on the 

sides with soil. The cloche film is vented with vertical slits on the 
sides or is perforated with small holes to allow sufficient air 

ventilation. In the month of May the cloche over bare ground will 
increase the soil temperature at 3-inch depth by 5°F. The 

combination of solar mulch with a cloche will increase the soil 
temperature by 10°F.   

 
Use of early-maturing cultivars and transplanting are effective 

strategies.  Choosing the best quality early-maturing cultivars 
can hasten maturity several days to about a week.  Using 

transplants can shorten the time of maturity by about 2 
weeks. Combining early maturing cultivars, transplanting, and 

climate- warming techniques will provide additive effects. 
 

Take advantage of cooler areas to grow cool-season crops 
through the warmer months. 

 
Vegetables that can handle cooler summers 

 
Warm-season crops: 

Tomato plants that take 50–75 days to ripen 
Squash family: summer, winter, and pumpkin 

Beans 
Basil 

Cucumbers 
Sunflowers 

 
Cool-season crops: 

Leaves: lettuce, spinach, kale, collards, etc. 
Roots: carrots, beets, radishes, onions, garlic, etc. 

Stems: kohlrabi, celery 
Flower buds: broccoli, cauliflower, artichokes, etc. 

Crops that are harder to grow in Vallejo: 
Melons 

Eggplant 



Okra 

Peanuts 
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Happy Gardening! 

 
Check back next month for the June 2011 monthly gardening tip! 

 


