
Winter Sowing: Getting a Jumpstart on Spring 
Planting! 
 

Are you tired of the clutter, cost and time consumed with starting seeds indoors 

in order to get a jumpstart on spring planting? 
 

Why not try winter sowing? 

Winter Sowing is an easy germination method that 

starts many seedlings for just pennies. During winter, 

seeds are sown into mini-greenhouses that you make 

yourself from recyclables (milk jugs, large water 

bottles, plastic pop bottles, etc.) After sowing, the 

mini-greenhouse is placed outside to wait for the end 

of winter. Seeds can be started December - April 

depending on your climate. They will be happy in 

most condition even with snow coverage or 

rainstorms! The seeds will begin to germinate in their 

own time when the conditions are right for them. 

 

This method is effective because it supplies everything that a plant needs in a natural environment. In 

order for seeds to germinate they need 4 things: oxygen, water, light and specific temperatures. Winter 

sowing provides these by using good (preferably organic) potting soil which provides a lot of space for 

oxygen, condensation, the sun’s natural light and the warming of the mini-greenhouse as spring 

progresses. 

 

Benefits of Winter Sowing: 
  

   No more grow lights hanging over your soil and seedlings indoors all winter. 

   Big savings on electricity from leaving grow lights, heat mats and heat lamps on 16 hours a day 

   Save space by not having your house taken over by seedlings for several weeks a year 

   Not having to 'harden' your seedlings (i.e. taking them outdoors, indoors, outdoors, indoors... for    

   several days before leaving them outdoors for good. This is a HUGE time saver not to mention      

   alleviating the worry of accidentally leaving them outside! 

   Once the containers are outside they can be left alone until ready to be planted in the ground. 

   Conserves the resources of having to put seedlings into gradually larger containers. 

   They are actually stronger and healthier when the seeds germinate outdoors in the elements. 

   Quality  Control - You know the quality of your veggies will be perfect because YOU grew them   

   Your seeds will be protected from harsh rains, getting washed away, predatory birds, animals,    

   insects, and harsh winds... 

   It's super fun to go out in the cold winter and peek inside to see if they are coming up yet 

   Stops gardeners from going crazy in the winter with nothing to grow! 

  



 

Setting up Your (Mini Greenhouse) Containers 
  

There are many variations of the method but for your best success, try it the first year as recommended 

below, then play with it for your location, weather and your style in following years. 

 

Supplies Needed: 

 Plastic containers to Winter Sow your seeds in e.g. ...milk, water 

or juice jugs, pop bottles... clear or translucent white preferable. * 

NOTE - salad or rotisserie chicken tubs, take out containers, 

yogurt jugs etc. CAN be used... but you will get your BEST 

results using the larger/taller containers. Using shorter containers 

will not allow the headroom you need to grow tall seedlings.  

 Potting soil mix (organic if you can) Seed starting mix is not 

recommended as it doesn’t have the components needed to grow full grown healthy seedlings. 

They may be in their containers for a couple months and will need the nutrition in the mix.  

 Fresh seeds (organic if you can) - grow what you LOVE! 

 Something to make drainage holes in the bottom with - drill, sharp knife, sharp dowel, soldering 

iron (Outdoors only wearing a face mask due to possibility of inhaling the toxic plastic fumes). A 

hand drill seems to be the favorite. 

 Something to cut the containers with - scissors, exacto knife, Dremmel, serrated kitchen knife, 

plastic cutters... 

 Spray bottle filled with water 

 Duct tape (packing tape does not hold well)  

 Plant labels (plastic works well) 

 Marking pen - paint pen works best because it doesn’t fade (purchase at a craft store or Amazon)  

 

What you need to DO: 

 Set up a small workstation indoors or outside 

 Drill drainage holes in the bottom (maybe 4-6 in milk jug) and 2 holes on the sides one inch up 

from the bottom in case the bottoms ones get blocked. Make sure you drill/make the holes 

BEFORE you cut the containers! It’s much easier that way. 

 After drilling your drainage holes, cut your cleaned containers horizontally, about 2/3 way up, 

leaving about a 1-2 inch hinge 

 Fill container with about 4 inches of very damp soil (soak the soil first in a bucket or tub)  

 Plant your seeds, not too deep. For smaller seeds, you just need a dusting of soil mix over them 

 Spray them with water after planting the seeds and covering lightly with soil mix. 

 Put label inside the container with date, plant variety and whatever information you want. (Days to 

maturity, height, plant spacing, etc.) This is important because if the label outside the container 

fades or washes away you’ll need to know what’s in there. 

 Tape it closed all the way around with duct tape. If you skimp on duct tape, you may not get the 

results you want. Any gaps can let cold wind in and stop the condensation/greenhouse effect they 

need for germination.  

 Throw out the little screw lid on top. You don't need it 

 Label the outside with the paint pen, (Date, Variety, How many seeds, Number if using a 

numbering system.) 

 Put it immediately outdoors so it doesn't dry out. Put it right out in the open in the rain, snow, 

cold, heat. It needs all the elements to contract, expand, grow and get hardened. If you’re in an 

area that doesn’t get snow or rain you may have to water the jugs if they begin to dry out. If the 

condensation disappears from the jugs you will need to water them. Simple place them in a 

container of water and let them soak up the water. Make sure to drain excess water or remove 

them from the water container after they are sufficiently watered. 

 Lastly, just CHILL and BE PATIENT! 



 

They will go into hibernation for a bit. They may 

freeze depending on your climate. They will just sit 

there and appear to do nothing for a while. When 

conditions are right you'll start to see sprouts pop up 

which will quickly turn into full grown seedlings, all 

‘hardened’ and ready to be transplanted! When 

conditions are suitable to plant take the tape off of the 

container and open them for a few hours and close 

them at night for a couple days to get them use to open air. If an unexpected frost 

occurs cover the containers with a row cloth, blanket or sheet. Once they are full grown 

and strong enough to transplant, you can plant them anywhere for their final home... in 

the ground, in containers, 5 gallon buckets, plastic or fabric grow bags, raised beds, growing trays or tubs, 

hanging baskets etc. Then, start saving and preparing more containers for next year because you're certain 

to fall in love with Winter Sowing.  

 

For more information there is a lot of information on the internet. Here are some that I have used and 

highly recommend: Facebook ~ Winter Sowing (Vegetable Gardening with Sheryl Mann) has a wealth of 

files and videos available as well as an amazing group of members, veterans and newbies alike, that are 

willing to lend support, encouragement and answer your questions or tell you where to find them. Also, 

on Youtube check out http://goo.gl/NDLfRI for several videos on all aspects of winter sowing or go to 

www.youtube.com/JuicingGardener. 

  

https://goo.gl/NDLfRI
https://www.youtube.com/JuicingGardener


Visual instructions 
 

Print this page and use as a quick guide to setting up your winter sowing containers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Drill drainage holes. 

2. Cut across 3. Make sure to 

leave a hinge 

4. Fill with about 4” of soil. 

5. Insert your seeds  

6. Cover the seeds lightly with 

soil and spray thoroughly. 

9. Insert plant label. 

7. Seal opening with 

duct tape and label. 

8. Set outside and wait for 

nature to do its thing. 


