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GERMINATION RATE 
Winter is the time when most of us are busy ordering seeds to get ready for the 
next growing season. I went through my packets of seeds and discarded 
anything that was over the life expectancy of the seeds and ordered fresh seed 
so I get better germination.  
 
There should be a date stamped on the seed packets that tell us what date to 
use the seeds before they are too old.  There are many charts out on the internet 
that give us the life expectancy of vegetable seeds.  Now that is not to say that a 
seed that is supposedly too old won’t produce that crop. I still hold the state 
record for a giant green pumpkin at 340 lbs. I only had one seed that was 7 
year’s old when I planted it. The life expectancy of that seed was 4 years old but I 
didn’t have any other seeds of that variety, so I tried it. It did germinate and 
produced that huge green squash. But generally speaking, the germination rate 
will go down as the seed gets older. So how do we tell the vialibilty of the seeds? 
  
VIABILITY TEST 
To test the viability or germination rate of your seeds, plant 10 seeds and see 
how many germinate. If you have 9 seeds germinate, then you have 90% 
germination rate vs if you have 2 seeds germinate, you have 20% germination 
rate and might consider buying new seeds of that variety. I will however keep 
seeds that I deem valuable or ones that are unusual past their expiration dates. 
For these, I might grow some out and harvest new seeds. You can keep seeds 
from plants that are either heirlooms or OP (open-pollinated), both of which will 
produce true seeds. That is they will grow out to be what they are suppose to be. 
Hybrid (F1) seeds will not grow out to be true. 
 

DAYS TO HARVEST 
Information on vegetable seed packages usually contains the number of days to 
harvest. However, that number is not an absolute. Many factors can influence 
days to harvest. 
 



Growing plants in northern New Mexico can be more challenging since this much 
of this region is described as short-season. We get an average of 130 growing 
days here at 7000 high-altitude. Most of Santa Fe's USDA hardiness grow zone 
is 6b (-5° to 0°F). But for those to the north or in the mountains, your hardiness 
zones range from 6a to 5a. The USDA hardiness zones were developed to help 
gardeners to pick plants that will grow in their area. Our season has cooler 
growing conditions in the spring and then the temperature rises and we basically 
jump into summer. So there is not much spring before the summer heat hits. 
 
The days to harvest printed on seed packets are calculated from the location 
where the seed was produced. If the plants were developed or seed produced in 
an area quite different than Santa Fe, then the plants most likely won’t mature in 
the time frame listed on the package. It is a guideline, not an absolute. A good 
seed company that develops their seeds in Colorado is Botanical Interests. They 
have closer environmental factors to our Santa Fe area than say a seed 
company from the east coast. But I do buy seeds form many seed companies. 
My deciding factor is finding the variety I want. 
 
Length of time needed to reach plant maturity is most often related to 
environmental conditions such as air temperature, soil temperature at time of 
planting, irrigation practices & soil fertility. All these can influence maturity date. 
  
A day to harvest info is important because it can provide generalized differences 
among varieties. For example, consider tomato varieties with ratings of 58, 65 
and 75 days to harvest. It’s likely there may be little to no difference in maturity 
dates between the 58- and 65-day tomato varieties, but the 58-day tomato 
variety will probably mature earlier than the one rated 75 days. For this reason, I 
grow some tomatoes that take a shorter time and some that take longer time but 
I never plant tomato seeds that take 95-100 days to harvest because we may get 
a frost before they are ready to harvest. 
 
To more precisely know how long it takes a particular vegetable variety to 
mature, keep records of the varieties you plant, the planting date and days to 
harvest. By doing this you can plant your favorite varieties of vegetables year 
after year and have a much better idea of how many growing days are needed 
before they are ready to harvest.  


