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In North Georgia, winter is a time of abbreviated days and long, chill nights. Plant growth slows or stops, 
and deciduous trees raise bare, skeletal branches to a pale sky. The scene seems bleak and lifeless, but 
throughout the season of dormancy, cold weather prepares some plants for springtime abundance. 

 
Chilling hours 

If you’ve visited the UGA Extension Forsyth County website, you may have noticed the weather 
information on the right side of the landing page. In addition to rainfall, I track chilling hours. This is a 
measure of hours of temperature at and below 45 degrees Fahrenheit. Chilling hours are measured from 
October 1 of the current year through early spring of the next year. 

As temperatures cool in autumn, many plants, including fruit trees, go into a resting phase. This 
inactive stage allows buds that formed during warm months to survive below-freezing winter 

Winter landscapes may look bleak, but cold weather is necessary for flower and fruit production in many plants. 
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temperatures. Once the plant is dormant, it won’t resume active growth until a certain number of 
chilling hours have accumulated. This is an insurance policy that protects plants from suffering cold 
damage as a result of breaking dormancy too early. 

Different cultivars of fruits have different chilling hour requirements. In the upper Piedmont, where 
we average over 1,200 chilling hours per year, it’s best to plant cultivars with higher chilling hour 
requirements. If planted in the northern regions of Georgia, fruits with low chilling hour requirements 
are likely to break bud while there’s still a lot more winter left. When this happens, the continuing cold 
weather kills the buds and can damage the plant. 

Spring flowering bulbs and peonies also need a season of cold temperatures. Without it, they flower 
poorly or don’t produce flowers at all. 
 
Chilling hour requirements of different fruit cultivars grown in Georgia 

Fruit type Cultivar examples Chilling Requirement (hours at 
or below 45⁰ Fahrenheit 

Apple Anna 100-300 

 Gala, Pink Lady, Fuji 600+ 

 Jonagold 700-800 

 Elstar, York 800-1,000 

Blueberry, rabbiteye Brightwell 350-400 

 Alapaha, Climax, Vernon 400-550 

 Baldwin, Powderblue, Premier 550-650 

 Ochlockonee, Tifblue 600-700 

Peaches Goldcrest, Junegold 650 

 Belle of Georgia, Elberta 850 

 Contender, Surecrop 1000-1050 

 
Seed dormancy 

Like growing plants, seeds from many vegetables, trees and flowers go through dormancy. Since 
seeds often mature at or near the end of the growing season, the dormant period keeps them from 
germinating at a time when the seedling plant is unlikely to survive adverse weather conditions. For 
seeds, dormancy is life insurance; it helps ensure that the plant grows only when it can complete its life 
cycle and produce new seeds for the next growing season. 

Some seeds, like those produced by redbud trees and lotus flowers, have a very tough outer 
membrane protecting them. Until something breaks through that seed coat and allows water inside, the 
seed stays dormant. Time, freezing temperatures, and soil microbes are some of the factors that help 
crack seed coats to break physical seed dormancy. Seed scarification also takes place when seeds pass 
through the digestive tract of birds and animals. Stomach acids soften or dissolve seed coats, allowing 
the seeds to germinate when the animal deposits them in the growing environment. 

Other seeds can regulate their response to environmental conditions, such as temperature, 
moisture, light, and oxygen. When these factors are not present at favorable levels, the seed won’t 
germinate. Many deciduous trees, including fruit trees, produce seeds that enter deep dormancy. These 
seeds must experience a period of cold (cold stratification) before they will germinate. The temperature 
extreme followed by gradual warming provides a cue that helps seeds determine when environmental 
conditions favor survival.  

While nature may seem still during winter, the cold season actually is essential for producing much 
of the beauty and bounty of spring. 
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