Organic Gardening Tips From the Urban Farmer

· Starting Bedding Plants from Seed Indoors

There is no better way to overcome the long months of winter than by preparing for your spring gardens. Starting your own bedding plants from seeds indoors extends the gardening season by several weeks, saves you money, and offers the extra satisfaction of seeing your plants grow through the full cycle of germination to harvest. 

Here are a few tips for seed starting indoors:

1. What to grow? – Annual vegetables, herbs and flowers tend to be easier to start from seed than most perennials. Some perennials require a period of cold stratification (freezing) in order to germinate. Using  organic seed also ensures that your seeds have not been treated with anti-fungal agents.

2. Timing – Avoid the temptation to start seeds too early lest they overgrow the pots and the light that they have access to. Some perennials can be started in late February or early March. Tomatoes and peppers can be started mid-March while all members of the cabbage and squash family must not be started before early April.

3. Potting Soil  - If you choose a “soil-less” potting mix, you will need to add organic nutrient supplements to your seedlings. I prefer to use a mix of  about 20% garden soil along with 50% compost, 20% sand and 10% peat or other organic matter. Make sure that you plant your seeds no deeper than the width of the seed itself.
4. Water and Warmth – For germination to occur, soil must be kept moist (but not sopping wet) and warm.  Placing your pots or trays near a heating vent or other warm spot until they have germinated will help. 
5. Light – A southeast facing window ledge is the ideal spot for your seedlings. If you are using fluorescent lights, the common “cool whites” are the best for this stage of the plant’s growth. Plants must be no more than 3-6 inches away from the light source, however, and will need a minimum of 14 hrs of artificial light per day.
