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why save seeds?

▪ Cultivate locally acclimated plants
▪ Preserve natural plant diversity and protect 

heirloom varieties
▪ Better nutritional value
▪ Reduce gardening costs and increase local 

sustainability



let’s maintain seed diversity



step by step seed saving



start with open-pollinated seeds

Open Pollinated Seeds

• Many traditional varieties are open-pollinated. This term is commonly 
used for what is really controlled pollination, where plants have been 
in-bred for several generations and have a stable genetic make-up, 
and out-crossing from different varieties is prevented. 

• Seed saved from such “open-pollinated” crops will breed true to type. 

Hybrid Seeds

• Many varieties of vegetables and fruits are “hybrids”. This is often 
designated by a F1 appearing after the variety name. Hybrid varieties 
tend to have favorable characteristics like high yield, good color, 
disease, or fruit uniformity. 

• Hybrids are produced from crosses between two distinct, inbred 
parent lines. The seed from hybrid plants is not usually saved for 
future plantings, because it does not produce plants that are true to 
the original hybrid variety you planted. 



be picky in your seed selection

▪ Saving seeds requires planning and preparation to ensure 
that quality seed with the desired characteristics are 
selected. The first step is to decide how much seed you 
want to save of each variety. This will determine the 
number of plants that will need to be manipulated during 
the growing season

▪ Plant attributes- free of disease, slow bolting, color, shape, 
taste, texture.

▪ The key to producing superior seeds is heavy selection. 
Never eat the best tomato as you would never slaughter 
the goose that lays golden eggs



selection traits

▪ Vigor ▪ Superior taste ▪ Drought 
tolerance

▪ Early or late 
bearing

▪ Long storage 
life

▪ Slow bolting

▪ Good fruit 
texture

▪ Disease 
resistance

▪ Productivity

▪ Cold hardiness ▪ Resistant to 
insect pests

▪ Large fruit or 
flowers

▪ Shape ▪ Ability to 
compete with 
weeds



isolate your plants for pure seed

Plan your garden to reduce cross-pollination:

▪ Plant one variety per species, or only allow one variety to go to 
seed.

▪ Separate varieties by planting something tall in between (ex. corn 
or sunflowers) or  plant on different sides of your house.

▪ Have a friend plant another variety and share produce.
▪ Stagger the planting of two varieties within a species so that 

pollination time does not overlap; pollination occurs during 
flowering so note when flowers of different varieties are open.





annual vs. biennial 
▪ Many vegetables are annuals, which produce their seed in one year. 

Annuals, such as tomatoes, lettuce, beans and peas are good candidates 
for your first seed-saving project. They are generally self-pollinating, and 
their seeds will produce plants like the parent plant. 

▪ Biennial vegetables, such as beets, carrot, parsnip and parsley, require 
two growing seasons to produce seed and require a bit more effort. Try 
leaving some of your late carrots and beets in the ground. Mulch them 
thickly with straw or cardboard and straw. Many plants will survive the 
winter and begin to grow the following spring. They should flower and 
produce seeds during the summer. Cabbage is also a biennial, but it 
doesn’t winter over as readily. Cabbage heads can be pulled up in the 
late fall before the ground freezes, stored at cold temperatures and 
replanted in the spring. Beets and carrots can be handled this way, too. 
After re-planting the second year, they will produce seeds, which you can 
harvest and save for the following year. 

▪ Source:  http://extension.umass.edu



harvesting seeds

▪ Always harvest mature seed. For example, cucumber seeds at 
the eating stage are not ripe and will not germinate if saved. You 
must allow the fruit and seed to fully mature.

▪ Wait until near the end of the season to save fruit for seed 
because seed set reduces the vigor of the plant and discourages 
further fruit production.

▪ Seeds are mature or ripe when flowers are faded and dry or have 
puffy tops. Plants with pods, like beans, are ready when the pods 
are brown and dry. When seeds are ripe they usually turn from 
white to cream colored or light brown to dark brown. 



dry seed saving method

Beans, peas, onions, carrots, corn, most flowers and herb seeds are 
prepared by a dry method.

▪  Allow the seed to mature and dry as long as possible on the 
plant. 

▪ Complete the drying process by spreading on a screen in a 
single layer in a well-ventilated dry location.

▪  As the seed dries the chaff or pods can be removed or blown 
gently away. An alternative method for extremely small or 
lightweight seed is putting the dry seed heads into paper bags 
that will catch the seed as it falls out.

▪ Decant seeds to remove chaff and separate viable seeds



decanting seeds

Decanting separates viable (living seeds) from unviable (dead) 
seeds; often seed savers decant after also soaking or rinsing seeds. 

Put the seeds and pulp in a big container and cover with about four 
times as much clean water. 
Put your hand in and rub the pulp and seeds around a bit to loosen 
things up. Wait a few minutes and you will see that good seeds sink 
to the bottom and dead, lightweight seeds float to the top. 
Skim off the dead seeds and any pulp from the top. 
Pour the water and good seeds through a screen or strainer and 
then start over with new water, following the process another 3-6 
times until the seeds are clean. 



wet seed saving method
Seed contained in fleshy fruits (tomatoes, melons, cucumbers) 
should be cleaned using the wet method. These seeds are 
surrounded by a gel that stops the seeds from germinating and 
protects the seeds from disease. In nature that gel would break 
down over time, but seed savers need to break it down faster so that 
they can dry and store their seeds. To do so they ferment the seeds.
▪ Scoop the seed masses out of the fruit or lightly crush fruits. Put 

the seed mass and a small amount of warm water in a bucket or 
jar. Let the mix ferment for two to four days. Stir daily. The 
fermentation process kills viruses and separates the good seed 
from the bad seed and fruit pulp. After two to four days, the good 
viable seeds will sink to the bottom of the container while the 
pulp and bad seed float. Pour off the pulp, water, bad seed and 
mold. Spread the good seed on a screen or paper towel to dry.

▪ Chlorine in water can kill tomato seeds. If your tap water is 
chlorinated, use a filter or let water sit for a few days uncovered 
to let the chlorine evaporate





drying your seeds

Moisture is seed savings worst enemy. Be sure to finish drying them 
completely. Drying the seeds thoroughly is extremely important and 
if it isn’t done well then your seeds are much less likely to germinate 
next year and are susceptible to mold, fungus and bacteria.

Here are the steps for drying seeds:
1. Spread seeds out on a screen or tray in a warm (not above 95°F), 
dry place that has good air flow.
2. If there isn’t a lot of air flow, set up a gentle fan near the seeds.
3. Stir the seeds occasionally so that they dry on all sides.





label and store your seeds

▪ After allowing the seed to dry, funnel the seeds into small 
paper bags, small glass jars, sealable bags, or other 
moisture-proof containers.

▪ Clearly label with the date, species and the variety. 
▪ Store your seed packets in a cool, dry, dark location until 

you are ready to plant. 
▪ If stored seed becomes moist and warm, some may begin 

to germinate or become moldy and contaminated with 
pathogens. A kitchen freezer is an ideal location for storing 
seed.



test your seed’s quality

If saved and stored under ideal conditions, seeds can remain viable 
for many years. There are several easy ways that you can determine 
whether your seed will still grow if planted:
▪ Floater test: Place seeds in a jar of water and remove any that 

float. The floating seeds are less dense than viable seed 
because they are either damaged or never developed the seed 
embryo. Make sure to dry the seed again before storage.

▪ Germination tests: Arrange 10-15 seeds in between several 
damp paper towels making sure that no two seeds are touching. 
Place the towels and seeds into a sealable plastic bag and leave 
them someplace warm for two weeks. After two weeks, open the 
paper towels and count how many seeds have sprouted. This 
number divided by the original number of seeds is the damp 
towels can be used to calculate an approximate germination rate.
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bag seed heads to avoid shattering
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www.seedsavers.org

• Webinars
• Seed Catalog
• Educational 

Resources

• Blog
• Seed Preservation
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