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Topics
ωStoring seeds, germination tests

ωStarting seedlings

ςLight requirements

ςSoil mixes & containers

ςTemperature & moisture

ςWhen to start seeds

ςHardening off 

ςTroubleshooting 



How long do seeds keep?

ωMost seeds keep 3-5 years ςmany keep muchlonger if stored 
correctly

ωShortest viability (1-2 years): Parsnips, corn, onions

ωLongest: Cabbage family (over 7 years)

Keep bulk amounts in airtight containers 
in a freezer for longest storage



Storing Seeds

ωKeeping seeds dry is essential (moisture is the enemy)

ωPut seeds in air tight containers

ω{ǘƻǊŜ ƛƴ ŘǊȅΣ ŎƻƻƭΣ ŘŀǊƪ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
fluctuate  (a garden shed is the worst place to store seeds)

To use a freezer for long-term storage of bulk amounts:

ωBe sure toallow container to reach room temperature before 
opening to avoid condensation on seeds

ωTake bulk seeds out of the  freezer

once a year to refill packets for the 

current growing season



Dry conditions increase seed 
storage life dramatically

Use desiccants to keep seeds in closed containers really dry: 

ωSmall metal cases containing silica gel are sold by Lee Valley Tools 
ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŘǊȅ όǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ άŘŜƘǳƳƛŘƛŦƛŜǊǎέ ƛƴ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎύΤ ǘƘŜ 
crystals can be re-activated with 3 hrs in an oven

ωOthers types of desiccant

packets are sometimes sold by

seed houses

ωSachets saved from pill bottles,

shoe boxes, etc. can help too



Germination tests for old seeds
To check % germination:

ωCount out 5-25 seeds onto a wet paper towel or cloth

ωEnclose in plastic container or bag and keep in a warm place  

ωWhen seeds sprout (2-7 days for most),

Ŏƻǳƴǘ ΨǎǇǊƻǳǘŜŘΩ ǾǎΦ ΨǳƴǎǇǊƻǳǘŜŘΩ ǎŜŜŘǎ 



Is the seed still good?

Calculate % germination:  [e.g., 15 seeds sprouted out of 20 = 75% 
germination rate]

ωGermination rates above 75%: Seeds are fine

ωBelow 75%: Sow more seeds to compensate for lower germination

ωBelow 50%: Use up seeds this year & buy or save new seed for 
next season

If seeds were slow to germinate, it shows they are losing vigour: 
another clue that it is time to get new seeds



Should you grow your own seedlings?

Advantages:

ωGives you the widest choice of varieties

ωEnsures you have seedlings when you want them

ωAvoids bringing pests and diseases to your garden from 
elsewhere

But, to be successful:

ωMust have the right growth conditions,

especially bright enough light 

ωRequires 5-10 weeks of daily care



Can you provide high enough light 
levels for seedlings?

ωSome sun porches & south-facing bay windows may provide 
(barely) adequate light very close to the glass 

ωaƻǎǘ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ϧ ǊƻƻƳǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƻƻ 
warm for healthy growth

ωUnheated greenhouses and cold frames provide excellent light 
levels and can be used to grow good quality seedlings if seeds are 
not started too early in the season

ωMost gardeners would need invest in supplemental lighting or 
grow light set-ups



Once they sprout, seedlings must have 
very bright light during the day

ω Insufficient light (especially in conditions that are too warm) 
causes elongated seedlings, leaning toward the light

ωSuch stems are weak and easily attacked by damping off fungi

Normal   Etiolated



Growing seedlings under lights

ωGrow lights:

ςIƛƎƘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ŦƭǳƻǊŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǘǳōŜǎ ϧ ƘƛƎƘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅ [95 ΨǘǳōŜǎΩ 
are now available to fit into fluorescent fixtures

ςOld school: Four 40-watt fluorescent tubes plus 1 or 2 
incandescent light bulbs 

ωLights must be close to top of foliage for sufficient intensity 
(within 15-20 cm); mount lights on chains or movable supports to 
allow them to be raised as seedlings grow

ωUse a timer to turn lights on for 16 hours per day

ωKeep air temperature relatively cool (18-20oC)



E.g., Small grow light set-up
ωSunblasterϰT5 high intensity, narrow fluorescent tube (LED 

tubes also available)

ωTubes rest on a clear plastic dome designed for this purpose

ωLimited space, but is a good combination with using a coldframe
or greenhouse for older seedlings



ΨhƭŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ ƎǊƻǿ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǎŜǘ-up: fluorescent tubes + incandescent bulbs 
The light bank is on chains to be lowered and raised as needed

Photo: M. Okulitch



Other examples

Light stand with a watering mat base

High intensity tube hung from cabinet

Set-up in a garage surrounded by plastic to 
keep in heat

Photo: J. Somers

Photo: B. Metzger

Photo: M. Hargrove



Using cold frames for seedlings
ωWait until days are longer & warmer before starting seeds 

(3-4 weeks later than under grow lights) 

ωGerminate seeds indoors in warmth

ωMove seedlings out to the cold frame for the day

ωBe sure to prop frame open to cool it on sunny days

ωMove seedlings indoors at night until nights stay above 12oC

Labourintensive, but can produce 
excellent starts, as long as they 

neverexperience overheating or 
prolonged chilling



Using unheated greenhouses

Provide excellent light levels, but are 
cold at night and on cloudy days in 
early spring 

ωGerminate seeds indoors in 
warmth

ωUntil nights stay over 12oC, bring 
seedlings indoors at dusk

ωGreatest risk is cooked plants: It 
can easily be 30oC inside on a 
sunny February day! 

ωVentilate to keep daytime 
temperatures below 22oC



Seedling soil mixes
ωFor most gardeners the best option is often a commercial organic 

planting mix

ωMŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘǎΥ ƛŦ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘΣ ƳƛȄ ƛƴ нр҈ ƎƻƻŘ 
compost + 1 T complete organic fertilizer per gallon of mix

Always check the labels:

Potting mixes ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘǎ

Planting mixes do have nutrients


