
 
 

Seed Starting Tips—Starting seeds indoors 

By Barb Neal, CCE Tioga, Community Horticulture Educator 
 
 

Buying Seed—for best germination, choose seeds that were packed for the current year. Seeds can be stored for use for several 
years, but you will want to increase the number of seeds you start to be sure you get enough viable seedlings for your garden. All 
garden seeds are labeled with a “Sell By” date. For most home gardeners, a single packet of seed is more than enough seeds for 
your garden. Tomato seed packets might be the exception—many packets of the choice varieties have a small number (15- 
25) of seeds. Check the Cornell Horticulture website for tips on growing different vegetable varieties. There is also a website that 
has varietal reports that are best for NYS Storing Seed—to save seeds from year to year, store seeds in a cool, dark place with 
relatively low humidity. You can use your refrigerator to store seeds. Keep the seed packets so you know which seeds are which, 
and have the growing information handy from year to year. You can keep them together in a plastic zip lock bag. See the list that 
shows the shelf life of seeds in the back of this packet. 

Testing Germination for Older Seeds—lightly wet two sheets of paper towels, label the towels with your seed name and sprinkle 
out 10 (or a multiple of 10) seeds. Place in a plastic zip lock bag and on top of your refrigerator, for heat. After a few days, 
(depends on the days to germination) check and see how many seeds are starting to germinate. You can plant seeds with lower 
germination (say, 60%), but you will want to plant more of them in each cell. 

Planning your Seeding Dates—the typical frost free date in Tioga County is around May 20-28. Refer to your seed packet to see 
how many weeks before this date you should sow your seeds. Some seeds take a long time to germinate and grow, and others 
don’t take long at all. Many seeds don’t need to be started indoors, they do fine with direct sowing into soil. Others can be plant- 
ed before the last frost date (cool weather crops such as broccoli), so when in doubt, refer to the packet information. 

Seed Starting Mix—For best results, use a new bag of seed starting mix. Bags that have sat out in the garage for a year or two may 
have too many pathogens to use. Seed starting mix is soilless—that means there is no soil (so no pathogens) in it. I have had good 
luck with a coir based mix, but using a peat based mix is also good. 

Seed Starting Containers—many things can be used for containers (paper cups, newspaper pots, peat, soil blocks, etc.,) but the 
standard is the plastic cell trays. If you use old trays, put them in a 10% bleach solution for 30 minutes and air dry before using 
again. 

Filling the Containers—in a bowl or other container, wet the mix and work the water into the mix until it has the consistency of 
somewhat dry oatmeal. When you squeeze the mix a little water (not a lot) should drip out of it. I like to save out a bit of mix when 
I am adding water so that if the mix is too wet, I can add more dry mix. Fill each container, then tamp down lightly to eliminate air 
pockets. 

Treating the Seeds—some seeds need scarification (sanding them a bit) or stratification (chilling them), an inoculant (peas and 
beans) or pre-soaking (wetting them for 24 hours). See the seed packet instructions to see if you need to do any of these prior to 
seeding out. 

http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene0391.html
https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/29539/CU_recommended_veg_varieties_2018.pdf?1521830268


Seeding the Containers—for most seeds, I put two seeds in each cell. Since tomato seeds are so expensive and they tend to ger- 
minate well, I put one seed per cell. You can use a moistened tip of a pencil or bamboo skewer to transfer the seeds to the cells. 
Lightly tamp down the seed to be sure there is good seed to mix contact. Cover the seeds with a light covering of vermiculite, or 
you can topdress with a bit of mix, and then top that with sphagnum moss to limit fungal pathogens.  Refer to the seed packet for 
depth of planting, but generally, it is about 3 times the thickness of the seed. A few seeds require light for germination, so don’t 
cover those seeds. Spritz the seeds with water.  Label the seed packs so you know what you have growing where.  Cover the cell 
packs with plastic wrap to keep in humidity. 

Germinating Seeds—Seeds germinate best at 70 degrees, and seeding mix is typically five degrees colder than the air tempera- 
ture. To speed germination, put seeds on top of a refrigerator or use a seedling mat. If you are using heat, check the seeds often 
to make sure they don’t dry out. Check them every day, and spritz with water if necessary. Once they have germinated, remove 
the plastic wrap. 

Growing Seedlings—the key is to give lots of light, and keep seeds moist, but not too wet or dry. You can remove the heat— 
seedlings will grow out fine without the added heat. A south facing windowsill may not have enough light to grow strong seeds. 
Consider buying a shop light with florescent lights (cool white, 40W) on a chain, placed 2” above the seedlings, and run the lights 
12-16 hours a day. Be sure to turn off the lights at night, the seedlings need darkness to develop. Placing a small fan near the 
seedlings help keep pathogens at bay and makes the seedlings stronger. If you don’t have a fan, lightly brush the seedlings with 
your hand every day to make them a bit stronger. If you have the seedlings on the windowsill, move the seedlings so that they 
straighten up. 

Watering Seedlings—you can put water in the bottom of the tray and allow the water to wick up into the mix. Don’t over- 
water—the mix should be moist, not soaking. Once true leaves develop, you can fertilize the plants with a weak (half the sug- 
gested rate) solution of nutrients. Farmers I know swear by sea kelp and fish emulsion, but a Miracle-Gro type fertilizer will also 
work. You can put the fertilizer solution in your watering—but no more than once per week. In this case, less is more. 

Transplanting Seedlings—If there is more than one seed in your cell, choose the best looking one and cut the others at soil level 
with scissors. Don’t pull them out—it might damage the roots of the good seedling. If you need to transplant the seedlings, han- 
dle them gently and avoid touching the stem—handle the roots or leaves instead. Transplant them into moistened mix. 

Hardening off the Seedlings—Seedlings growing inside will need some transition before going outside. First, put the trays out for 
the morning in a wind-protected area. Bring the trays in before the afternoon sun hits.  Each day, have the seedlings out in the 
sun for an hour or so longer. I advise keeping them out of the wind—the trays tend to be light and can blow around. Also, don’t 
leave them out in a heavy rainstorm. I keep them on a patio table top so my dogs don’t trample them. You can use a cold frame, 
but I have had trouble in that they warm up very fast and can fry the seedlings if you aren’t monitoring them frequently. 

Planting the Seedlings Out—handle the seedlings by the rootball by pushing the soil up from the bottom of the cell. Biodegrada- 
ble pots don’t have to be removed, but I suggest tearing back the peat pots so there is no peat pot sticking up above the soil as it 
will wick out the moisture.  Be sure there is good root to soil contact, and water the seedlings right after planting.  Don’t allow 
the roots to be exposed to the sun for any period of time—the roots will dry out quickly. 

Other Tips—keep a record of what you grow and how it fared indoors, and in the garden (and how it tasted!) That way, next year 
you will know what you liked and had good experiences with, and what you did not. 

One thing I have done in the last few years is to tape a copy of the seed catalog description to the outside of a large mailing enve- 
lope so I remember what the vegetable looks like. 

Some of the easiest flowers to grow from seed are: marigolds, cleome, cosmos, zinnias, nasturtiums, and sunflowers. 

Cut up old plastic venetian blinds for weather resistant tags. 

 

 


