Tip Sheet for Starting Your Plants from Seeds
Starting Seeds
Read the seed packet for information on start date, sowing depth,
optimal germination temperature and light requirements.

Count back from the last frost
date in your area to determine
when to start your seeds. The
package will identify how many
weeks prior to last frost you
should sow the seeds, and you
can check the internet for the last
frost date for your town.

These are sown directly in the
garden

Some seeds require cold stratification and must be stored in moist
peat moss or damp paper towels in your refrigerator before planting.
Other seeds with a thick seed coat may require scarification, or
“scratching” of the seed coat to allow germination. Check your seed
package and research on the internet to determine if the seed you are
sowing requires additional treatments.

Containers
Reuse and recycle! Use old plastic
containers, clear plastic vegetable and
fruit “clamshell” containers, toilet
paper or paper towel tubes to start
your seeds.
In general, sow smaller seeds in smaller containers, larger seeds in
deeper containers.
Make sure all containers have holes in the bottom for good drainage.

Climate Zones and Planting Dates for Vegetables in Ontario à
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/facts/climzoneveg.htm

In addition to starting your seeds indoors, you may also extend
your season by starting seeds in a cold frame.
Small seeds can be mixed with sand for easier sowing and even
dispersion.

All containers must be sterile. Wash with mild soap and rinse; then
dip in a 10% bleach solution to sterilize before using.

Identify
Label your containers. Small seedlings really do look alike and you
will not be able to identify them.
Popsicle sticks or venetian blind slats cut to shorter lengths marked
with permanent pen make good plant markers.

Germination
The three requirements for most seeds to germinate are moisture,
heat and light.

Some seeds will require darkness to germinate. If so, cover with an
inverted pot until growth appears, then uncover.
Cover containers with clear plastic to help retain moisture and
promote germination.
Read the “Best Before” date on seed packages. Some seeds remain viable
longer than others. Dispose of seeds after this date, or be prepared for
reduced germination rates.

Life Expectancy of Vegetable Seeds à
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/1999/4-21999/veggielife.html

Thin seedlings once the first true leaves appear, or separate and pot
into larger containers. Crowded seedlings are more prone to disease
and damping off.
Maintain good air circulation. Use a small fan on the lowest setting to
promote gentle air movement around seedlings.
Always water your pots from the bottom; allow the water to wick up
to the surface of the pot, then drain. Never water the surface of the
container.

Thinning and Transplanting
The safest way to thin seedlings is to snip off unwanted plants with
sharp scissors at the soil surface to avoid disturbing root systems.

Seeds can be started on top of your refrigerator for a gentle bottom
warming.
Seeds can also be started in between sheets of
moist paper towels in a zippered plastic bag.
Plant up once germinated.

Seedling Care

Sprinkle the soil surface after planting with cinnamon to prevent
damping off. Cinnamon is a natural fungicide.

Transplant seedlings after the first set of true leaves have
appeared. “Tease” out the roots and plant from the soil with a
skewer or small pencil and hold the seedling gently by the
cotyledons, as the plant no longer requires these to grow.

Water your seedlings with a weak
solution of chamomile tea, another
natural fungicide.

Transplanted seedlings should be placed further apart to allow room
for new growth while still maintaining good air circulation.

Treatment for Damping Off

All seedlings benefit from cooler air once they have formed their first
true leaves. Cooler air reduces the risk of damping off and helps to

keep the plants from growing too quickly and becoming weakstemmed.

Plug the lights into an automatic timer; program for 16 hours on, and
8 hours off.

As the plants continue to grow, transplant into progressively larger
containers. Some plants do not like to be transplanted so ensure
those are not disturbed while growing.

Hardening off

Fertilizing and watering seedlings
When seedlings have two sets of true leaves, begin to fertilize with a
balanced water soluble fertilizer, where all the numbers are the same;
10-10-10 or 20-20-20.
Mix a very weak solution of ¼ teaspoon in 4 litres of water when the
seedlings are small.

One to two weeks prior to planting outside, take your trays of
seedlings outside in a sheltered place to begin the hardening off
process. Keep pots out of harsh sun and wind to avoid damage. Bring
your pots in at night or if it is too cold outside (below 10oC).
The plants will be ready to plant in the garden once the danger of
frost has passed, and once the night time temperature is consistently
above 10oC.

Storing seeds

Fertilize once per week and water when the soil just below the
surface has started to dry out.

Store your seeds in paper envelopes or bags, as plastic bags can trap
moisture and allow the seeds to become mouldy.

As seedlings start to mature, mix the fertilizer solution to ½ the
strength of the instructions on the packaging.

You can collect seeds from your garden. Allow the seed pods to
mature and dry out before storing. Fruit and vegetable seeds can be
removed from the fleshy part of the fruit and placed on paper towels
to dry.

Lighting
Plants grown on a windowsill will most likely be “leggy” as there is
insufficient light for most seedlings.
‘Grow’ light bulbs can be purchased at most hardware stores and
placed in an inexpensive fluorescent light fixture.
The bulbs should be placed as close to the surface of the leaves as
possible, as close as 1 – 2 inches is best. Do not allow the leaves to
touch the bulbs.
Hanging the fixtures by chain allows for easy adjustment of the height
of the lights.

http://www.durhammastergardeners.ca

