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 Both methods of propagation have their merits 
depending on the end goal;

Cuttings and divisions work best when you are interested 
in maintaining the key characters of varietal selections 
or “nativars”, it guarantees that the genetic make up is 
preserved exactly from one generation of plants to the 
next, purposely discouraging genetic diversity.

Growing from seed maximizes and encourages genetic 
diversity, which is important when planting for wild life 
and ensuring adaptability of plants in the landscape.
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We are going to focus on seed propagation. It is my 

opinion, and that of many others, that the genetic 

diversity of seed grown plants is preferable over the 

homogenous production of clonal nativars. 

 There is mounting evidence that nativar selections may 

not be as beneficial or at all beneficial to wildlife species 

when compared to non-improved selections.
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Why should we grow our own native 

plants?

We have to take matters in our own hands if we are to 

have sustainable access to this kind of plant material.

Growing our own plants ensures that pesticides, 

particularly systemic pesticides, are not poisoning the 

wildlife we are trying to encourage.

 It gives us access to new plants, even though they may 

be growing in our extended back yards, something no 

gardener can resist!
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The first step-research and planning.

Most of our native plant seeds cannot be simply planted 

and expected to grow that same season. Therefore, 

research and planning ahead is a must to reduce 

frustration and maximize success.



Research and planning-

understanding germination and dormancy 

breaking requirements.

Seedlings of 

Mountain 

laurel 

growing in a 

lidded 

plastic 

container.
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Research and planning-

understanding germination and dormancy 

breaking requirements.

Mother nature has engineered a brilliant set of tactics to 

keep a seed in a stasis mode or suspended animation 

until conditions are correct to start growing.

 This prevents a seed from starting to grow at the wrong 

time of year, such as late summer or early fall, where 

growth would be insufficient to allow for survival over 

winter, or from germinating in a habitat that would not 

be suitable.

 Unless these requirements are met, germination will 

simply not occur or occur in very low numbers. This is 

why research ahead of time is so important.
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Cleaned seeds of black tupelo; germination 

requirements include removal of fruit flesh, scarification, 

and cold treatment.
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Germination requirements

Germination requirements vary widely for the trees, 

shrubs, and perennials that live in our area.

Most species require a combination of treatments such 

as seed scarification and a cold period. 

 Trends and similarities in germination requirements can 

be see in plants with common habitat preferences and 

species of plants within the same plant family.

 This kind of predictive value is helpful when trying to 

grow plants for which there is little or no information 

available on growing protocols.



Germination requirements

Let’s look at some of the more common 

germination requirements that we would run 

into when trying to grow our natives from seed.



Scarification

Shagbark hickory nuts have a 

thick seed coat that needs to 

be weathered, scoured, or 

chewed on by rodents before 

the seed can germinate.
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coat to allow entrance of water. This is usually associated 

with seed that is animal dispersed, particularly berries and 
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Scarification

 Scarification is the burnishing or scratching of the seed 
coat to allow entrance of water. This is usually 
associated with seed that is animal dispersed, 

particularly berries and nuts. Scarification mimics the 
process of going through an animals gut; in birds the 

seeds encounter acids and grit in the gizzard. In 
mammals, teeth and stomach acids help compromise 

the seed coat. 

 Examples include-the viburnums, blueberries, choke 
cherries, choke berries, hazelnuts, black tupelo, roses. 
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Cold period treatment
2-3 months at 40°F

Cold period treatment mimics the cold temperatures 
encountered during the winter months, and is perhaps 
the most common treatment needed by the seeds from 
our native flora.

Cold treatment is most effective when it take place in 
moist conditions.

Cullina states that “Water activates hormone and 
enzyme systems in the seed that block germination and 
allow the embryo to measure the length of cold it has 
received.” 

 Examples include-wild columbine, huckleberry, indian
cucumber root, liverwort, wild geranium.
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Hobblebush seeds need a warm period in order to 

germinate.
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Warm period treatment
2-4 months at 70°F

Warm period treatment is sometimes needed, before a 

cold treatment, due to an underdeveloped seed embryo. 

 The warm period finishes development of the 

embryo so that it can be physiologically mature 

enough to accept a period of cold stratification.

 This typically occurs in species that ripen seed very 

early in the summer or late in the season.

Un-developed seed embryos occur most notably in 

the viburnums and hollies (Ilex).



Exposure to light

Common milkweed grows in an open, high light environment; the 

seeds need exposure to light to germinate and must be laid on 

top of the soil when sowing.
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Exposure to light

Exposure to light is needed by many perennials that come 
from open, unshaded habitat, such as fields, meadows, or 
un-forested bogs.

 This is a common requirement of plants with very small 
seeds such as cardinal flower, lowbush blueberry, and 
mountain laurel.

 Light exposure “confirms” to the seed that it is an 
environment suitable for growth and survival, like the 
one its parents came from.

 The light is thought to break down various chemicals that 
may be inhibiting germination.



Exposure to light.

Examples include most asters (Asteraceae) 

including goldenrods and liatris; cardinal flower; 

milkweeds; rhododendrons, azaleas, blueberries 

(Ericaceae); birches.



High humidity

Pitcher plant, in 

flower on right, 

needs high humidity 

and high light levels 

to germinate and 

grow.
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Great laurel (Rhododendron maximum) 

seedlings growing in a comfy bed of moss.



High humidity

High humidity is a requirement for plants found growing in 

consistently moist conditions like wetland habitats or leaf 

litter on the forest floor of temperate forests.

We often find that these humid environments are 

maintained by mosses-their spongy tissues provide a 

perfect balance of high humidity, air circulation, and 

good drainage.

Observations of certain species preference to grow in 

moss has led to the descriptor of “moss germinators”.



High humidity

High humidity is a requirement for plants found growing in 
consistently moist conditions like wetland habitats or leaf 

litter on the forest floor of temperate forests.

We often find that these humid environments are 
maintained by mosses-their spongy tissues provide a 
perfect balance of high humidity, air circulation, and 
good drainage.

Observations of certain species preference to grow in 
moss has led to the descriptor of “moss germinators”.

 There does not seem to be a symbiotic relationship here 
like we see between the soil dwelling mychorrhizal fungi 
and plant roots, but more of a microhabitat preference 
that greatly aids in germination and establishment.



High humidity

Observations of certain species preference to grow in 

moss has led to the descriptor of “moss germinators”.

 There does not seem to be a symbiotic relationship 

here like we see between the soil dwelling mychorrhizal

fungi and plant roots, but more of a microhabitat 

preference that greatly aids in germination and 

establishment when present.

 Light exposure and high humidity is a commonly paired 
set of requirements for many species such as 

blueberries, rhododendrons, maples, and pitcher 

plants.



High humidity

 In cultivation, we do not 

actually need to use moss to 

replicate these conditions,  

Ziplock bags and plastic 

containers with snap tight lids 

work well in maintaining 

consistently humid germinating 
environments.



Cleaning fleshy pulp from seeds in fruit

Chokeberry seed has 

to be removed from its 

fleshy confines and 

washed to remove 

germination inhibitors.

After taking through a 

cold period, 

chokeberry germinates 

in high numbers, and is 

one of our easiest 

shrubs to grow from 

seed.
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Cleaning fleshy pulp from seeds in fruit

Chemicals inhibiting germination can often be found in 
the flesh of many fruits.

 The fruit acts as a seed dispersal agent in the wild, 
rewarding animals with a sugary sweet treat for 
dispersing their seeds far away from the mother plant.

 The germination inhibitors are removed as the fruit and 
seeds go through the animal, as well as being scarified, 
releasing the seed from at least some of its germination 
constraints.
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collecting seed.
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Obtaining seed

 For garden plants that we often grow from seed, such as 

vegetable crops, getting seeds is as easy as going to the 

store or ordering from one of our favorite catalogs.

 Native plant seeds are not that easy to get, some are 

offered from specialty mail order companies, but they 

almost certainly will not be available off the shelf.

 This gives us a the great opportunity to get outside and 

collect our own; familiarizing us with the kind of habitat 

that these plants grow in, giving us valuable insight when 

we try to get them growing.
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may aid in germination in some species, like the 

viburnums.
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Collecting your own seed

 Figure out what plants you want to grow, try to pick 
species that grow in the area you live in.

 Research when to expect the seeds to be ripened and 
what the seeds will look like when they are ripe. Picking 
a bit before being fully ripened will not hurt and may aid 
in germination in some species, like the viburnums.

 Research habitat preferences and locate adult plants 
that you can collect seed from.

 Be respectful of landowner rights-do not collect on 
private or public lands with out permission.
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Many seeds require 

particular cleaning and 

storage requirements; 

improper storage may 

result in high seed 

mortality.

Liverwort seeds need to be kept 

moist to retain vitality.
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Seed collecting guidelines-storage

Many seeds require particular cleaning and storage 

requirements, which need to be researched.

Many species are intolerant of dry storage and will die if 

there is not enough humidity; these can be referred to 

as hydrophyllic seeds.

 Examples include acorns from oak trees, maple seeds, 

hazelnut seeds, liverwort, and leatherwood.
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Seed sowing

 So by now you have done your research, collected the 

seeds, cleaned them if needed, and are preparing to 

sow them or store them.

 Do you broadcast the seeds into your field, garden, or 

prepared bed? 

Or do you plant the seeds in containers?
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Seed sowing-
field, garden, or prepared bed

Sowing directly outside has some benefits including-

 Exposure to naturally fluctuating temperatures and 

moisture cycles 

 Interaction with beneficial soil flora and fauna 
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Seed sowing-
field, garden, or prepared bed

However, there are some significant drawbacks to 

consider-

Much lower germination rates due to seed predation.

Moisture control may be more difficult. 



Seed sowing-
growing in containers.

Planting in containers affords the most control over 

your growing conditions.



Seed sowing-
growing in containers.

Planting in containers affords the 

most control over your growing 

conditions.

 Humidity can be controlled 

using plastic covers and domes, 

allowing that delicate balance 

of sowing seeds on top of the soil 

for light exposure while 

maintaining high humidity levels.



Seed sowing-
growing in containers.

Planting in containers affords the most control over your 

growing conditions.

 Humidity can be controlled using plastic covers and 

plastic domes, allowing that delicate balance of sowing 

seeds on top of the soil for light exposure while 

maintaining high humidity levels

 Trays and containers are easier to handle and monitor.



Seed sowing-
growing in containers.

Planting in containers affords the most control over your 
growing conditions.

 Humidity can be controlled using plastic covers and 
plastic domes, allowing that delicate balance of sowing 
seeds on top of the soil for light exposure while 
maintaining high humidity levels

 Trays and containers are easier to handle and monitor.

 Transplant shock is reduced when using cellular trays as 
the entire root ball is easily moved, intact, when planting 
up/out.



Seed sowing-
growing in containers.

Planting in containers affords the most control 
over your growing conditions.

 Humidity can be controlled using plastic covers and 
plastic domes, allowing that delicate balance of sowing 
seeds on top of the soil for light exposure while 
maintaining high humidity levels

 Trays and containers are easier to handle and thus 
monitor progress.

 Transplant shock is reduced when using cellular trays as 
the entire root ball is easily moved, intact, when planting 
up/out.

 Seed predation can be controlled much  better by using 
covers and other deterrents.


