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It’s that time of year! Many people start their own transplants indoors 
during early spring. If you have been starting seeds for a number of 
years, this scenario my sound familiar: you plant a tray of seeds, they 
germinate and look great. Suddenly, upon checking your new seedlings, 
they appear to have collapsed and fallen over. This is called ’damping-
off’ and it’s a common problem. 

There are over 30 pathogens that cause damping-off; most of them are 
fungal in nature. The two most common causes of damping-off are 
Rhizoctonia (a fungus) and Pythium (a water mold, similar to a fungus). 

Damping-off often spreads in a circular manner and can affect an entire 
flat of seedlings. Sometimes just one plant is affected. Upon closer 
inspection you may see fine, web-like strands of fungi or a grey powder 
at the soil line on affected seedlings. If you have a tray of seeds that 
fail to germinate, damping-off can be the culprit in that situation also.   

Check your plantings daily for signs of damping-off and remove 
individual plants that are affected. Heavily infested plants should be 
discarded. To prevent damping-off: 

• Make sure your containers and any tools are sterile.  
• Use only containers that have drainage (holes) on the bottom. If 

you are recycling plastic containers, drill and/or punch holes in the 
bottom.  

• Use pre-packaged soil mixes that are labeled for seed starting. 
• Do not crowd the seeds and make sure there is good air circulation in the area where the containers are 

located.  
• Water containers from the bottom up by placing them in a tray with a shallow amount of water (the 

water should just cover the base of the container). Once the soil on the top of the container feels moist 
remove the containers from the tray of water. Never let any plant ‘sit’ in water!  

• Do not re-water until the top of the soil in the containers is dry to the touch.  
• If the problem persists, considering using seeds that are treated with a fungicide.  
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

Typical circular pattern of damping-off (Cornell University) 

Seedling collapse due to damping-off (Purdue 

University) 
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