
 Working with Trees Activity Sheet

Growing Trees

Set up a tree nursery in order to grow locally collected 
native trees from seed and cuttings.

What resources? 
• Plant pots or a small piece of land. 
• Sieved soil, ideally with added decomposed leaf 

litter.
• Washed coarse sand, grit or wood chips. 
• Access to water, and access to a fridge (for 

temporarily storing some seed).
• Land for final tree planting. 

What to do?

Collect seed – May to December
• The first stage is to identify the species of tree, 

using an identification guide. 
• Look at maps for old, wild local woodlands to 

collect the local native tree species.
• Collect seed from a few trees to keep the genetic 

diversity.
• Regularly check for the right time to collect – 

when seed is ripe and before birds, mammals eat 
and wind disperses the seed.

• Collect from the tree by hand or with a stick and 
hook, or from the ground.

Process seed
• Fleshy fruit are the most difficult to separate the 

seed. Try mashing (eg. apple), pressing through a 
sieve (eg rowan) or popping by hand (eg 
hawthorn).

• Nuts (eg oak and beech) need to be full, 
undamaged without holes and sinkable in water 
(eg hazel).

• Winged seeds (eg ash, elm, maple) can be sown 
immediately.

• Cones (eg alder, birch and conifers) need to be 
stored in a dry bag or box in a warm place. As 
they dry the seeds separate when shaken. 

Pre-treat seed
Most European seed is dormant (alive but will not 
germinate immediately). It needs moisture and/or a 
period of cold or warmth.

• Willow, elm, aspen, oak - Needs only moisture.
• Alder, birch, pine - Needs to be stored dry then 

soaked in water for a day, mixed with moist sand 
in a plastic bag and stored in a fridge for a 
month.

• Blackthorn, bird cherry, crab apple, elder, 
guelder rose, hazel, rowan, purging buckthorn, 
whitebeam and wild cherry etc. - As soon as you 
have extracted these seeds, they can be pre-
treated. 

• Ash, hawthorn, holly, spindle, yew - These seeds 
are treated the same way as above, but wait until 
the second spring before sowing. 

Pre-treatment
• In a plant pot with drainage holes mix an equal 

volumes of peat-free compost or leafmould, and 
grit or coarse sand.

• Add an equal volume of seed and enough water to 
make it moist but not dripping when squeezed. 

• Cover the seed mixture with 2 cm of grit, sand or 
wood chips. Sink it in soil and leave outdoors in a 
shady place. It must not dry out. 

• Mark a plastic label with a pencil and sink it in 
the pot. Also good to map the position of the pot. 
Labels can get lost!

• In early spring (the first or the second spring, 
depending on the species), check your seeds for 
signs of germination. Ideally they should be sown 
just as the root begins to appear.

• They will be ready to sow in the first spring 
following collection. Don’t give up! Your patience 
will be rewarded.

Raise seeds
The number of seeds you 
sow depends on the 
species and the number of 
seeds you expect to 
germinate. As a general 
rule, the larger the seed, 
the higher the 
germination rate.  
Remove the weaker 
seedlings to leave only 
one. Seeds are scattered 
on the surface of the soil 
or compost, firmed and 
covered.
Horticultural grit is the best material to use to cover your 
seeds, but soil or compost will do. 
Ensure that the seeds are only covered to their own 
depth. Too deep and they may not emerge. Too shallow 
and they might dry out. 
Don’t forget to label the seedbed or pots.

Growing seedlings
Once the seeds begin to germinate, the young trees are 
dependent on us for their care - watering, weeding and 
feeding.  
It is vital that alder, birch and willow seeds are not 
allowed to dry out at all during the first three weeks 
after sowing. All other seeds should be kept moist. Before 
the seedlings start to crowd each other they should be 
thinned out or transplanted. 
Pots should be kept in a well-ventilated and well-lit 
position. Wide temperature fluctuations must be avoided. 
Don’t forget to protect the seeds and young seedlings 
from birds and mice!
Begin weekly liquid feeding when the first true leaves 
have grown and continue through to the end of July. Keep 
moist at all times. Inspect seedlings for pests and 
diseases. Weed regularly for best growth.



Hardening off
Trees and shrubs, when grown indoors (in a greenhouse or 
on a window sill) need to be acclimatised to outdoor 
conditions.

Planting your trees
Once trees are about 30 or 40cm tall, after one or two 
years, they are ready to be planted into their final home.

Collecting and raising cuttings
Some trees will grow from hardwood cuttings – willows, 
poplars, hawthorn, blackthorn, elder, guelder rose, 
whitebeam, box, mulberry, fig. But also try a few other 
tree species as they take little effort and space and may 
grow as long as they always have moist but soil.  

The cuttings need to be 30 cm. long pencil or finger 
sized, one year old wood. This needs to be collected in 
late winter/ early spring before the buds break open. 
They can be cut with secateurs or a small saw or sharp 
knife.  
Two-thirds of the cutting is planted with a 10 cm. Spacing 
in a pot of soil or a shallow trench. 

What benefit? 
• Social – Many volunteers can be used to identify 

and collect seeds in the autumn. 
• Financial – If many trees are produced they can 

be sold or exchanged.
• Environmental – Growing trees mainly uses 

renewable natural resources. The seedlings 
produced can grow to be major carbon absorbers 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Focusing on 
local sources of trees and local planting 
minimises the use of unsustainable transport. 
Locally collected wild tree seed means that the 
trees will be suited to the local climate and soil. 
But it is worth asking or checking to see if that 
species of tree is locally common. 

What learning? 
• Potential for a mini-enterprise, selling or 

exchanging young trees.
• Basic horticultural skills.
• Encourages local community and volunteering 

activity.

What links? 
Online guide to growing trees from seed, TCV
Autumn seed harvest handbook, TCV
Practical Guide to raising trees from seed, Forestry 
Commission
Grow an oak tree in a pot, The National Forest
How are trees are being bred for the future, Future Trees 
Trust
Modern automated tree nursery. 3 min. video
Modern US tree nursery and tree farmer. 3 min. video

https://treegrowing.tcv.org.uk/grow
http://www.futuretrees.org/
http://www.futuretrees.org/
https://www.nationalforest.org/sites/default/files/components/downloads/files/tree_from_seed_leaflet.pdf
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/raising-trees-and-shrubs-from-seed
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/raising-trees-and-shrubs-from-seed
https://treegrowing.tcv.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/handbook.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5j0XuNXvaUc%20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vU7DqmjPhps%20



