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SEED VIABILITY
WASTE NOT, WANT NOT

Dale Odorizzi
Master Gardener of Lanark County

This is an exciting time in a gardener’s life. The hustle and bustle of Christmas has passed. I
can finally sit down and leisurely leaf through the seed catalogues that have arrived in my
mail box over the past month. It is the time when my garden looks its best, at least in my
mind. I dream about the beautiful new flowers I can grow or how neat and weed free my
vegetable garden will look. As I look through my seed catalogues, I am struck with the
thought that last year I bought a pack of cucumber seeds and of the 100 seeds in the pack, I
only used 12. I still have over half a pack of bean and pea seeds left.
Can I use them? Should I run the risk of using seeds that may not produce, or should I just
order a bunch more. There are various simple tests for viability.
One method is to dampen a plain white paper towel. Fold it in half and place a few seeds
on one half and fold it over the seeds. Put it in a clear plastic bag and place in the appropriate seed germination environment—light, dark, warm, cool. After a week, check to see if
any seeds have sprouted. Calculate the percentage viability. For example, if you started
with 10 seeds and 7 sprouted, you are now at 70% viability.
Another method is the glass of water test. Put your seeds in a glass of water. Wait a couple
of hours. Those that sink are viable. The seeds that float are sterile. They contain no embryo and are therefore lighter and not viable.
The lower the viability percentage, the more seeds you should plant.
AVERAGE VIABILITY
Variety
Basil

Viability
in Years
8-10

Variety

Beans

3-6

Peas

3-6

Beets

3-4

Peppers

2-5

Cabbage

4-5

Radish

3-5

Carrots

3-5

Tomato

2-7

Corn

4-6

Squash

3-5

Kale

4-10

Lettuce

Viability
in Years
1-4

Note this table shows average viability. So just because lettuce indicates it
will be viable for 1-4 years,
the lettuce seeds may in
fact last for a shorter or
longer period.

©Jon Last

Need help? Contact us at:
Telephone help Line: Wednesday and
Thursday 1–3 pm (all year) :
613-236-0034 Ottawa E-mail help Line, monitored daily :
mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca
Lanark E-mail help Line:
lanarkmg@gmail.com

Sonnet for Seasons of Herbs

Judith Cox

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton
A swath of snow has covered up the bed
Of lavender and rosemary and thyme
It hides the spot where dill once bent its
head
And fills the air with dreams of summer
time.
When spring arrives upon a cloud of pink
Or yellow crocuses poke through the sage
It warms the snow to gentle rains that sink
Into the thirsty earth and turn the page.
The summer skies play softly in the dawn
While pungent basil marches in a row
The borage blue shines brightly by the lawn
And parsley sparkles where the carrots
grow
As autumn floats like ghosts into the sky
The leaves are frosted silver with a sigh.

BLWYDDYN NEWYDD DDA
(Happy new year)

What you will likely find is that the older the seeds are, the lower the germination rate is
likely to be. The first year that you have your seeds, fresh from the supplier, the germination rate is likely to be 95%. Year 2, it might drop to 85% and in the case of Basil by the time
year 8 rolls around the germination rate could be as low as 20%. Much of this decrease can
depend on how the seeds are stored.
STORAGE
While it is too late to store last year’s seeds, you can plan ahead to this upcoming growing
season.

Vegetable garden, Durham Massey, UK
Susan Bicket
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For you to maximize the life span of your seeds, it is important to store them properly. The
number one problem is improper drying of the seeds. Typically, if you have purchased a
packet of seeds and only used part of it, your seeds are likely sufficiently dry, unless you left
them out in the rain or water dripped on them. If you harvested your own seeds, you must
ensure they have dried completely prior to storing
‘DRY' SEEDS include beans, okra, peppers, basil and members of the Onion and Carrot Families. Cleaning dry seeds usually involves simply drying and crumbling the pods or husks,
then screening or 'winnowing' the seeds to separate them from the chaff. This can be done
by laying them in a single layer on paper towel or newspaper and waiting for them to dry
thoroughly. You can also use a dehydrator and follow the instructions.
'WET' SEEDS are found in such plants as tomatoes, eggplants and many squashes. Cleaning
wet seeds requires washing to clean the seeds and to separate them from the surrounding
pulp. In addition, in some cases wet seeds (such as tomatoes) are best fermented for several days to remove germination-inhibiting substances from the seed coats. To ferment the
seeds, put them in a glass container (I use a half pint mason jar) and half fill it with water.
Cover the top with plastic, held on with a rubber band. Every day or so drain off the water
and add fresh water. This will smell very bad. When the seeds have fallen to the bottom,
they are ready to dry. If some remain floating, they are not viable so throw them out. Put
the viable seeds on a piece of paper towel and write the variety name on the towel. You
will not remember if these are Black Cherry Tomatoes or Brandywine tomatoes. Fermenting can also help such seeds as members of the Squash family by killing molds, mildews and other disease organisms that may be present on the seeds after growing. You can
also dry these wet seeds on paper towel, but the risk of disease transfer will be greater.
Once these seeds have dried, place each variety in an envelope and clearly mark the variety
of the seed and the storage date. Place these envelopes in an air tight jar and store in a cool
dark place. A closet is appropriate. Some people prefer to put in the fridge, but I find a
closet works well.
Now, I am not telling you to reduce your seed catalogue order. With all the money you
have saved from using last years seeds, you can easily justify ordering a new variety or a
completely new type of plant.

COMPANION PLANTING
Planting certain plants together to the benefit of both plants is an old garden practice. Alternatively some plants when planted together don’t thrive. Very little scientific research
has been done in this area so we rely on the observations of countless gardeners before us
as well as our own. Hence the information sometimes seems contradictory, which leaves us
with “lets give it a go and see what happens”.
Some benefits offered are, shelter from wind and sun, support, attraction of beneficial insects, decoy for harmful insects—trap crops, repel insects, improve flavour and growth,
addition of nutrients to the soil.
Plants make poor neighbours because: their roots are competing for nutrients and water,
they harbour disease that is transmissible to their neighbour, they exude chemicals which
inhibit or stunt growth, require different soil conditions, attract pests.

SEEDY SATURDAY AND
SUNDAY

Dale Odorizzi

Master Gardener of Lanark County
Seedy Saturdays are a remarkable and
growing phenomenon. They take place
across Canada, not as one event but as a
series of separate events, usually in February and March. Each one is individually and
uniquely organized by the host community.
They have the same general theme and
that is to encourage the use of open pollinated and heritage seed, and facilitate local
seed exchanges. Typically, there is an educational component, teaching the public
about seed saving and environmentally
responsible gardening practices.
The events are fun, inexpensive events
where you can swap and exchange seeds,
get exciting “new to you” varieties that
other seed savers are sharing. You can
attend workshops and talks, meet with
vendors and buy seeds. Master Gardeners
are often available at these events, conducting presentations, hosting educational
displays and ready to answer any of your
gardening questions. To find an event near
you, visit:
http://www.seeds.ca/events.
Some “Seedys “offer expanded exchanges,
such as a seed exchange for seeds and extra plants, cuttings, books, magazines, pots,
trellising, tools and/or gardening supplies.
In the exchange, for each item donated
another can be taken home. Larger items
equate to a few extra goodies per item. If
you forget to bring exchange items and still
want to partake, a small donation ($1). Is
welcomed.
2018 Seedy events in Eastern Ontario are:
ALMONTE: Saturday February 10 -Almonte
Civitan Hall
OTTAWA: Saturday March 3—Ron Kolbus
Lakeside Centre
Please join us on one of these great days.

On the next page is a chart showing good and bad neighbours in the vegetable garden. It is
based on what the editors grow, and space is limited, so is by no means comprehensive.
Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available
on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by David
Hinks of the Lanark County Master Gardeners; under the Gardening tab.
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of Master
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners.
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last (jonlast13@rogers.com).

Seed starting in cold frame
Susan Bicket

3

PLANT THIS NEXT TO THAT
Zucchini

W. Squash

Tomatoes

Strawberries

Rhubarb

Radish

Potatoes

Peppers/Chilli

Peas

Onions

Lettuce

Kale

Garlic

Eggplant

Cucumber

Carrots

Cabbage

Broccoli

Beets

Pole beans

Plantnext to

Bush beans

Vegetable

Bush Beans

Yes

Pole beans

No

Beets
Broccoli
Cabbage
Carrots
Cucumbers
Eggplant
Garlic
Kale
Lettuce
Onions
Peas
Peppers/Chilli’s
Potatoes
Radish
Rhubarb
Strawberries
Tomatoes
W. Squash
Zucchini
Basil
Borage
Chives
Dill
Fennel
Marigold
Mint
Nasturtiums
Parsley
Sage
Thyme

