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By John Martin, Albany Master Gardener 

 
As we approach planting season, you may hear the term “last frost date” and subsequently in the fall 
“first frost date.” What do those dates really mean and how hard and fast are they? These dates are a 
function of your planting zone and meteorological history. The first and last frost dates are dates of the 
last light freeze in the spring and first light freeze in the fall. Note that frost dates are only an estimate 
based on historical climate data and are not set in stone. The probability of a frost occurring after the 
spring frost date or before the fall frost date is 30%, which means that there is still a chance of frost oc-
curring before or after the given dates!  
 
It should be noted that these dates have been moving slightly over the last ten years due to climate 
change. The last frost dates have been coming earlier and the first frost dates have been happening lat-
er, thereby extending the growing season by four or five days over the last twenty years, per national 
weather data.  
 
The last frost date comes in the spring and dictates your planting dates. Planting dates can be found on 
seed packets or from seed catalogues. These items will tell you to wait until the danger of frost has 
passed, or to plant x number of weeks after the last frost. Another key date is when the soil tempera-
ture rises above a certain temperature. Individual vegetable data can also be found on Cornell Universi-
ty’s website under the link http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene0391.html  
 
Freeze temperatures are based on their impact on plants: 
Light freeze: 29° to 32°F (-1.7° to 0°C)—tender plants, for example basil, are killed 
Moderate freeze: 25° to 28°F (-3.9° to -2.2°C)—widely destructive to most vegetation 
Severe freeze: 24°F (-4.4°C) and colder—heavy damage to most garden plants 
 
Frost is predicted when air temperatures reach 32°F (0°C), but because it is colder closer to the ground, 
a frost may occur even when air temperatures are just above freezing. Always keep an eye on your local 
weather forecast and plan to protect tender plants accordingly. Weather, topography, and microcli-
mates may cause considerable variations in the occurrence of frost in your garden. The location of sur-
rounding buildings, trees and foliage conditions may also influence your microclimate. This is why it is 
recommended that you keep a garden journal to track any weather condition/occurrences and dates 
that may be specific to your location. 
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