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Introduction 
 
Whatcom Million Trees Project wants volunteers at home or in schools to collectively grow thousands of 
native conifer tree seedlings for our planting and reforestation projects. We provide the seeds for you to 
plant, plus these instructions and email support as needed. All for free! 
 
You plant the seeds and provide their care for two years. Anyone can easily do it -- it's less work than 
growing vegetables! By following our guidelines here, you'll rival the quality of conifer seedlings produced 
by large commercial nurseries.  
 
After two years your conifer seedlings will be about 12-15" tall. We'll get back in touch then to ask 
you to give them to us. (Keep some for your own yard, of course, if desired.) 
 
We're very grateful for your interest in this innovative project. It's a hands-on way virtually anyone in 
the community can help our cause. And it will save our non-profit substantial costs by not having to buy 
such seedlings. Thank you! 
 
Growing Steps Summarized 
 
1. Stratify. Store the seeds that we mail to you in a refrigerator for 3-4 weeks to break their dormancy. 
This mimics being in the ground over a cold, wet winter. Otherwise, they won't germinate. The steps are: 
a. Soak the seeds in water for a day and then let their surface dry out to prevent molding. 
b. Seal them in a zip-lock bag with a damp, not soaking, paper towel. 
c. Keep the bag in the refrigerator for five weeks at 34-38 degrees F (normal fridge temps). 
 

2. Prepare. Prepare a suitable planting area that gets plenty of sun. It can be pot(s) in a sunny window 
sill or sunroom, pots or raised beds outdoors, a corner of your vegetable garden, or a larger protected 
area on your property. In all cases, the soil should drain well and be at least 7" deep (preferably 9"). Mix 
sand and/or decomposed saw dust/bark to the soil to help to loosen up 'heavy" soil and promote draining. 
 

3. Plant. Plant the seeds ~1/2" below the surface.  
If you're planting in a pot or container... use a pencil or similar tool to form little planting holes in the 
soil at approximately 1" spacing (all at least 2" away from the pot edge). Drop two or three seeds into 
each hole, then cover. 
If you're planting in a garden bed... plant in rows about 6" apart, which provides a gap for weeding 
with a cultivator tool. Along each row, plant seeds approximately 1/2" apart, so at 50% germination your 
final density will average ~1" spacing along each row. You should end up with about 25 seeds per 
square foot, the desired goal. Just a 2'x5' planter bed is space for 250 trees! 
If you're planting where a lawn exists or on land that has not recently been a vegetable or flower 
garden... you'll need to first remove all existing plants from the area. Sod can be removed with a sod 
cutter. Or, cover the area with cardboard and 4-6" of mulch for one year. Once the old vegetation is 
gone, the bed can be tilled or turned with a spade. The area must be well-drained since seedling roots 
don't like to sit in water. 

 

4. Nurture. For approximately 18-24 months, water, fertilize, and occasionally thin/weed. All in all, it 
requires less effort than growing vegetables. Be especially conscious of regularly watering during summer 
months. After two years the seedlings should be approximately 12-15" tall. 
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5. Return. When? After the seedling's second year of growth has occurred, during the colder months 
when they're dormant (i.e. November through February). How? Gently loosen and lift out the seedlings, 
and place them in a paper bag or cardboard box. Then bring them ASAP to our nearest seedling holding 
hub that we'll have set up during the winter. (You can of course keep some seedlings for your own use 
too!) Then we will quickly transfer them into our local tree planting projects, or pot them for later use the 
following Fall. Yay! 
 

Additional Tips 
 
-- Only stratify the number of seeds you'll plant right away. If you don't want to plant all that we send 
to you, consider giving the remainder to a friend or colleague to plant. Or keep the seedlings for a future 
time. They can stay viable for years if kept in a freezer (at 0-5 degrees F). 
 
-- Critter protection is important! Rabbits, banana slugs, squirrels, birds and even sometimes cats all 
love to snack or dig around tiny tree seedlings. The advantage of at least starting your seedlings indoors 
is you can protect them from such harm. 
 
-- Planting season is from early April through the end of May, unless you're planting your seeds 
indoors or in a greenhouse. 50% or more of the seeds may not germinate, so plant about 1.5x to 2x the 
quantity in a given area and thin down to the final density, as needed. 
 
-- Initially, water often enough to keep the seed bed moist. The seeds should sprout in 2-4 weeks. 
 
-- If you choose to fertilize your soil, use a general purpose fertilizer with a strong nitrogen component; 
i.e. 10-10-10 or 20-20-20. Apply the first dose at 1/2 strength 2 weeks after planting, then every 2 weeks 
until the shoots are about 1" tall. Then apply full strength every 4 weeks until September. In mid-
September, switch to a fertilizer with minimal nitrogen (i.e. 0-10-10 or a 3-12-15) to promote dormancy 
and cold hardiness for the winter. It's a good idea to alternate fertilizer with plain water applications to 
ensure you don't get salt buildup. 
 
-- Tree seedlings are fairly tolerant of moderate weed growth. Periodically run a cultivator tool and/or 
hand-pull any weeds that shadow the seedlings. There's no need to be meticulous with weed removal. A 
5-1/2" wide piece of scrap lumber fits nicely between rows planted 6" apart and keeps weeds from 
growing between the rows. Cardboard strips covered with wood-chip mulch, or strips of landscape fabric 
are also effective weed barriers. Don't let any mulch or fabric mound up against the seedlings, however.  
 
Returning in Two Years 
 
Two winters from now, we'll get back in touch to collect your young conifer seedlings (minus any you want 
to keep). Most often, we'll plant them in our projects without delay. In some cases, though, we may ask 
you to care for them one more year. Below are the return steps: 
a. Contact us by email to confirm when and where to deliver the seedlings to us. 
b. The day before or day of that delivery, loosen and 'lift' the seedlings out by digging deep and prying 
upward, being careful to not tear roots. For seedlings in the ground, a heavy-tined (potato) fork can be 
ideal to pry next to each row. For seedlings in a pot or other container, a hand spade can work fine. As 
you lift the seedling, gently loosen is soil further and shake dirt away from the roots. 
c. Bundle seedlings (if you have several) loosely with twine and place their root portion in a plastic bag or 
poly-lined paper bag. Be sure to keep the roots covered and wet, since tiny roots dry out quickly. This 
includes during transport to us. 
Hot tip: Lifted them too soon? Conifer seedlings can be stored short-term refridgerated in poly-lined bags 
from December-April. That's how they're stored and delivered from commercial nurseries. 
 
Questions? Please contact us and we'll be happy to help. May you have growing success! 
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