STARTING PLANTS FROM SEEDS
WHAT TO PLANT IN EACH SEASON


Refer to charts provided for spring/summer and fall/winter vegetables

SEED QUALITY
· High quality plants begin with high quality seeds.  
· Purchase only enough seed for this year. Do not try to store seeds unless they are a rare variety. 

· Seeds can keep for several years, but their quality and germination rates will diminish over time.  
· A germination test can be done on seeds that are older or quality is in question.   

Proper Storage For Seeds
· Keep them in conditions that are the opposite of what they need to germinate.  (Dark, dry, and cold)
· Paper packets in airtight plastic or glass jars at 40°F will keep the longest and best quality.  

· Saving seed from your own garden won’t guarantee that you get the same plant. 

Seed Packets


Note the year the seeds were produced, the germination rate expected or any treatments.   

Seed companies usually give a good indication of when to plant and what method to use. 
STARTING REGULAR SEEDS
· Time the sowing properly, so that when the seedlings are big enough they can safely be moved out of doors without danger of freezing.
· Sowing period can be from four to 18 weeks before transplanting.

· Don’t sow too early, and then try to hold them back.  
· Breaking Dormancy



Environmental factors—water, oxygen, light, temperature




Seed Scarification—scratching, breaking, softening



Seed Stratification—Artificial periods of cold. Usually 10 – 12 weeks
Seed Starting Soil (Media) 
· Make your own mix with:  1/3 Sand, 1/3 Vermiculite/Perlite, 1/3 Peat Moss  (Mix and sterilize 250°F/121°C at least 30 minutes) 

· Use an organic seed starting mix if possible.   
· Mix should be fine, uniform in texture, aerated/loose, free of weeds, insects & disease.

Containers 
· Recycled cell packs, Peat pots, Cow pots, Clay Flower pots, Cottage cheese or milk cartons  
· Any container that has proper drainage holes.   
Practice Proper Sanitation
· All containers must be clean and sterilized before use.
· Use a solution of one-part bleach to nine-parts of water.
· Non-sterile conditions can lead to insect infestations and/or damping off fungus and other diseases. 
Sowing Method
· Wet media first, then fill the pots. Tamp down lightly.   
· For small seeds, the top layer must be fine media. 

· Sow one to three seeds per cell to insure at least one will take.  
· Thin out the extras after first true set of leaves emerge. (Use scissors, don’t pull out) 

· Plant three times as much as you think you will need. (Think insects, birds, etc.)  
· Planting depth is two to four times the diameter of the seed.   
· Do not plant too deeply. Extremely fine seed, place on top and lightly press in
· Some seeds actually need light to germinate.
· Large seeds are usually sown in larger containers to eliminate the need for transplanting. 

Watering 
· After the seeds are sown, moisten the planting mix. 
· Use a fine spray mist or water the tray from the bottom.  
· Do not let the seedlings sit in water. 

· Cover the seed trays until the seeds germinate.
Temperature: 

· Ideal germination temperatures are listed on heat map.
· Place on a heat pad if available. Warmer generally better than cold. 
After Germination
· Move the seed trays to a bright, airy, cooler location that is 55°– 60° at night, and 65°–70° in the day.  
· Can use grow lights and a fan to help the seedlings become strong and healthy. (Long, leggy stems indicate insufficient light)
· Keep the soil evenly moist. Do not allow drying out, but don’t over water either.   

· Fertilize with half strength water-soluble fertilizer to get them off to a good start.  
· Over fertilizing will do more harm than under fertilizing.  
HARDENING OFF  (TRANSITION)   

This is the process of getting the little plants used to the conditions they are going to live in outdoors.  
· Start the hardening process about two weeks before transplanting. Gradually lower their temperatures and relative humidity.
· Reduce water, which causes an accumulation of carbohydrates and a thickening of cell walls.  
· Put plants outdoors during the day in a shaded location  (A cold frame is excellent, if available) 

· Start with a few hours and then gradually move them into the sunlight.  
· Gradually get them used to being outdoors all day long in the full sun.
· Do not put plants out on extreme weather or windy days

· After proper hardening the plants will be able to withstand light frosts without damage. 
TRANSPLANTING
· Usually ready for transplanting when their first true leaves are grown.   

· Done for two reasons:


1) Into larger cells, giving smaller “plugs” more room to grow.  


2) Outdoors: Move plants into their permanent home.
· Prepare the beds. 



Add amendments and compost before transplanting.



Soil beds should be well watered a few days before, but must not be too wet.   



Dig a hole for the seedling, but not too deep.
· Transplanting 

· Seedlings should be damp when transplanted.


Handle seedlings by their leaves.   




Gently lift the little plant out of the seedling tray, keeping as many roots as possible.      


Plant at the same level as it was previously, except for tomatoes.  



If seedlings are grown close together, gradually tease them apart and plant them separately.
· Smaller plants will have less transplant shock. 
Source:  California Master Gardener Handbook, pg 92–99.  
Compiled by Master Gardener Pamela Aitchison. 

Resource Information Available at http://celosangeles.ucdavis.edu
http://www.reneesgarden.com/hm-gardnr/hm-resource.html#info
