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May is one of the busiest and most glorious months in the greenhouse. It marks the 
shift from spring towards summer, when growth suddenly accelerates and you can 
literally see daily changes. Seed sowing and propagation are still underway, but there 
is also a strong focus on the next stages of potting on, hardening off and gradually 
moving plants outside into the garden. This time of year requires careful observation. 
Warm sunny days can quickly raise greenhouse temperatures, while nights may still fall 
close to freezing – a temperature range of 30+ degrees is quite possible.

May in the Greenhouse 

Ventilation and Shading 

Really effective use of ventilation and 
shading becomes essential, alongside 
regular watering and keeping an eye out for 
pests and diseases. It is a busy month of 
constant adjustment, responding to both 
the weather and the needs of the plants.

With highly variable temperatures this 
month, you really need to make full use 
each day of your shades and ventilation. 
Automatic roof vents are excellent and 
daily adjustment of manual side vents is 
essential for good airflow, reducing heat 
build-up and keeping plants healthy. 

On bright May days, the difference 
between a ventilated greenhouse and an 
enclosed one can be dramatic. Shading also 
becomes very important for daily 
temperature control at this time of year. 

Traditional greenhouse shading paint 
remains an effective solution, helping to 
soften strong sunlight and lower 
temperatures inside the greenhouse, the 
problem is once it is painted on, you cannot 
remove it. 

Fixed external shading is an ideal option 
that allows for daily monitoring of sun 
intensity, and adjustment of the blinds 
accordingly. Lowered shades, combined 
with damping down can dramatically reduce 
the temperature really quickly.
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Watering in May 
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Many seedlings and young plants will be preparing to leave the greenhouse this 
month. Before planting out, they need time to adjust gradually to outdoor 
conditions through a process known as hardening off. 

A cooler greenhouse or cold frame is ideal for this transition. Plants can also be 
moved outside during the day and brought back under cover at night if 
temperatures are still low. Even hardy crops benefit from this gradual adjustment, 
helping them cope better with wind, fluctuating temperatures and strong sunlight 
once planted out. 

Tender crops such as tomatoes and chillies still need protection from late frosts, 
which remain a possibility throughout May. Believe it or not there is a website 
dedicated to your last frost date by postcode, so you can set the date on your 
calendar!

Watering is one of the most important greenhouse jobs in May, but it is also one of 
the easiest things to get wrong. Rather than watering little and often, it is better to 
water thoroughly and then allow the compost to dry slightly before watering again. 
A proper soak encourages stronger root systems and healthier plants. Observation is 
key. Lift pots to judge their weight, check the compost surface carefully and look at 
the plants themselves. Wilting, algae growth and constantly damp compost can all 
be signs of overwatering. 

Morning or late-morning watering is ideal, allowing excess moisture to evaporate 
during the day. Watering late in the evening can leave plants sitting cold and wet 
overnight, increasing the risk of disease. However busy working lives may well mean 
an evening watering is your only option – in this case, try to water the soil and avoid 
too much water on your foliage.

Hardening Off Young Plants 
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May is still an active month for sowing and propagation. Fast-growing annuals, 
tender vegetables and climbing plants can all be started now, while succession 
sowing helps extend flowering and cropping throughout summer. Pinching out 
young plants such as cosmos, antirrhinums and sweet peas encourages bushier 
growth and more flowers later in the season. Removing the growing tip may feel 
drastic at first, but it helps create stronger, fuller plants – with more flowers. 

This is also an excellent time to experiment and try something new. Greenhouses 
allow gardeners to grow unusual varieties and plants that are difficult to find 
commercially, making the growing season feel even more rewarding. There are so 
many interesting and heritage seeds to try of foods or flowers that you can never 
buy in a shop.

Tomatoes thrive in the protection of a greenhouse, particularly during 
unpredictable British summers. Growing under cover improves reliability, fruit 
ripening and overall crop quality, especially in cooler or wetter years. 

As seedlings grow, they quickly begin to outgrow their containers. Yellowing 
cotyledons (that first set of leaves that form on a seedling) and slowing growth are 
often signs that plants are ready for potting on. Giving plants fresh compost, more 
space and additional nutrients allows them to continue growing strongly through 
late spring.  

Liquid feeding also becomes important at this stage. Seaweed-based feeds provide 
gentle nutrition and help maintain healthy growth without forcing plants too 
quickly. Container-grown plants benefit particularly from regular feeding as the 
nutrients available in the containers are finite and the plant will soon use them up. 
Once plants are established in healthy garden soil enriched with compost and mulch, 
additional feeding is often unnecessary. 

Tomatoes Under Cover 

Sowing and Propagation 

When to pot on
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Potting On and Feeding 
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Looking after the soil remains one of the 
most important jobs in the garden. 
Annual mulching improves soil structure, 
feeds soil life, helps retain moisture and 
suppresses weeds throughout the 
growing season. 

Composted stable manure, homemade 
compost and leaf mould all make 
excellent mulches. Applying organic 
matter every year creates healthier soil 
over time and reduces the need for 
additional feeding later in the season. 

Healthy soil supports healthier plants, 
making it one of the best long-term 
investments any gardener can make. 

Ben has worked in horticulture for over 
22 years and is currently Head Gardener 
at a private estate in West Sussex, where 
he leads the maintenance and 
development of the gardens and 
productive growing areas.

After completing formal horticultural 
training, including the RHS Diploma in 
Horticulture, Ben worked with Arabella 
Lennox-Boyd Design before becoming a 
Head Gardener in 2007. He lectures for 
The English Gardening School and West 
Dean College.

Ben is an RHS Master of Horticulture and 
serves on the RHS Herbaceous 
Committee. He is also the author of 
What to Sow, Grow and Do, a seasonal 
guide to productive gardening 
throughout the year.

www.theworkinggarden.com
instagram: @theworkinggarden

Find out more

About the author
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Soil Health and Mulching 
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Reliable outdoor varieties can still perform well, particularly traditional favourites 
and hardier types that cope better with fluctuating weather. If you want to grow 
outside, choosing varieties suited to British conditions often produces better 
results than relying on Mediterranean types that prefer long periods of heat. 


