
Orchids 
 Part 2: Care and Maintenance 

 

In Part 1 of this series on orchids, general environmental needs, light requirements and basic 

watering practices were presented. In Part 2, we’ll go further into watering practices and look 

at some of the potting/repotting issues with orchids.   

If there is an unfriendly side of orchids, watering and potting or repotting would probably 

qualify!  After purchasing an orchid, you will want to know how the orchid is planted and what 

kind of media it is in. Depending on how it was potted (plastic cup with no drainage, clay pot, 

ceramic pot with multiple drainage holes, etc.) and with consideration of the potting media, 

you will have a guideline for good watering practices. 

Since we usually purchase an orchid for its beautiful blooms (which, with proper care, can last 

several months), we want to tread lightly at this point. If the plant is in a plastic cup, you may 

be able to examine the root structure without pulling the plant up from the pot. Most of the 

time, they are root bound and saturated. Other types of pots (except for a true orchid pot), will 

require more detective work and might need a GENTLE lifting from beneath the crown for a 

quick examination of the roots and the potting media. We are not talking about removing the 

plant from its pot – only a small lift of the plant for a brief exam! If the orchid roots appear dry, 

a VERY light watering with room temperature or tepid water is fine. Avoid getting the crown or 

blooms of the plant wet.    

Orchids are not usually grown in soil, but rather in a bark-like media that is one of the 

determining factors for a watering schedule. The bark can be large, medium or small, or can be 

mixed with sphagnum moss. Sometimes you will see soil, heavily mixed with vermiculite and 

bark. There are newer products on the market such as a redwood bark that have shown 

promise as good potting mixes. Some orchids will have very little potting mixture but will have a 

“topping” of sphagnum moss for decorative purposes, as opposed to those that are planted in 

the moss. Of all mixtures, a plant rooted in sphagnum is the most difficult and demanding to 

care for. 

Once you have determined the type of potting media, you can use that information to set up a 

watering schedule. Please keep in mind that other environmental factors (air conditioning, 

heat, trauma of a new environment, etc.) play a role in a watering routine. Larger bark medias 

will dry out faster that the smaller ones, and any bark that is shredded rather than chunky will 

hold water longer. Sphagnum moss is highly favored by orchid enthusiasts but is also the most 

unforgiving media to use. Orchids love the airy, light potting mixture but, if allowed to dry out, 

the moss will no longer retain water and the orchid will have to be repotted with new moss.  

It is very important to have excellent drainage. If the current pot does not drain well or at all, 

water with that understanding. Overwatering will kill a plant just as fast as under watering!  



Ideally, the orchid is in a pot with good drainage with a loose bark mixture.  Lightly saturate the 

bark and empty the pot of any standing water.  Over the next few days, examine your plant and 

look closely at its leaves. Are they firm and shiny or are they droopy and wrinkled? Do you see 

any new roots (likely air roots)?  If so, are they green and firm or silver and flat?  Your orchid 

will truly communicate its needs!      

While this series was originally envisioned to be two parts, we will need one more month to 

complete!  So, stay tuned for more interesting orchid news that will be coming your way! 


