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Overview 

Food gardening increases our self-sufficiency and community food security. Seed saving helps us deepen that 

self-reliance and gives us an important tool for crop improvement. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) predicts a 17% reduction in world food production by 2100 when our planet may have 11 billion 

people. Seed systems (how we select, save, store, and share seeds) are at the heart of food security. To help 

meet the challenge of increasing population and climate change, we need adaptive crops that can tolerate 

prolonged drought, intermittent flooding, increasing heat, and general weather unpredictability. Selecting and 

breeding for resiliency is a key climate change adaptation strategy- one that all food growers can explore. 

 

All vegetable crops that reproduce sexually sit somewhere on a continuum between “very self-pollinating” 

(easiest for seed saving) and “requires out-crossing” (most difficult for seed saving). Refer to the Seed Savers 

Exchange: Crop-Specific Seed Saving Guide for crop-specific information. 

 

Three levels of seed saving 

1. personal/friend sharing- possibly selecting for specific traits (e.g., earliest and largest fruits) 

2. public sharing- need to save seed from multiple plants and follow isolation recommendations 

3. cultivar maintenance- must capture a range and balance of traits. Need to be especially careful with rare 

and heirloom cultivars. Seed from multiple fruits from all plants in the population are collected. But you 

can also separately select for traits desirable for your needs (earliness, drought tolerance, etc.)  

 

Five elements of seed saving: 1) selecting crops to save seed from, 2) population size, 3) isolation, 4) 

selection/rouging, 5) storage 

 

Five concerns: 1) loss of genetic diversity with small population size, 2) contamination through cross-

pollination, 3) unconscious bias in selecting plants/fruits, 4) seed deterioration in storage, 5) inbreeding 

depression 

 

Crop selection 

• Only save seed from open-pollinated cultivars. Seed collected from hybrid cultivars will not “come true” 

• Easiest to save seed from annuals that are Very Self-Pollinating (genetically more uniform), such as bean, 

pea, tomato, and lettuce. Smaller plant population and shorter isolation distance required, and less risk of 

out-crossing 

• More difficult to save seed from annuals and biennials (need vernalization to induce flowering) that are 

Very Outcrossing (genetically more variable) such as spinach and broccoli. Higher population and greater 

isolation distance required, more risk of out-crossing, and increased risk of inbreeding depressions.  

https://www.seedsavers.org/site/pdf/crop_chart.pdf
https://www.seedsavers.org/site/pdf/crop_chart.pdf


Population size 

• Risk of cross-pollination increases in small plantings and at edges of planting 

• If population is very small, loss of vigor and genetic diversity can be a problem. Mix in fresh seed of the 

named cultivar from seed companies or seed savers 

 

Isolation  

• Isolation techniques prevent cross-pollination (good to know what neighbors are doing within ½ mile):  

o Space- many factors to consider: are there lots of pollinators of different species? How much pollinator 

forage is available? What about barriers like trees, buildings, hills?  

o Time- for example: plant one spring and one late summer lettuce crop; plant two corn varieties that 

silk and tassel at different times 

o Exclusion of pollinators with bagging/caging techniques. For crops that flower and set seed after 

harvest (e.g., lettuce), you can grow as many cultivars as you like but only save seed from one. If seeds 

are in the harvested part (e.g. cucumber) you can only grow one cultivar or use caging/bagging, 

including alternate day caging (one cultivar is uncaged per day to allow for insect pollination) 

 

Selection 

• Save seed from best fruits (maternal selection) 

• It’s possible for pollen from a non-desirable plant contributes pollen so that fertilized ovules in true-to-

type fruit is contaminated. Next year, be prepared to rogue out those plants. Always avoid off-type fruits 

• Seeds within a fruit ripen concurrently. Seeds between fruits ripen differentially 

• Don’t save seed from off-type plants or badly stressed, diseased, or infested plants 

 

Storage 

• Seeds will be viable for 2-6 years if stored in cool, dry, dark location 

• Freezer or refrigerator can extend seed life but bring containers to room temperature before opening to 

avoid condensation (moisture) that seeds will absorb 

 

Seed saving techniques 

• Physiological maturity or full seed maturity is not always the same as market (eating) maturity. With melon 

they match but with bean and summer squash it comes much later. 

• Seeds almost always need further drying after extraction from dry or wet fruits. Moisture contact should 

be 4-12% 

• Wet/fleshy fruits- either use water to separate/wash seed (e.g., tomato) or scrape seeds from fruit cavity 

(e.g., pepper) 

• Dry fruits- thresh by hand; walk on or flail dried fruits; hang seed heads upside down in paper bag or pillow 

case 
 

Resources 

• Seed Saving PowerPoint presentation (MG24), UME, MGs, Montgomery Co.- 

https://extension.umd.edu/mg/grow-it-eat-it-powerpoint-presentations 

 

• Books: 

 The Seed Garden, 2015- https://www.seedsavers.org/the-seed-garden-the-art-practice-of-seed-saving 

 Seed to Seed, 2002- https://www.chelseagreen.com/product/seed-to-seed/ 

https://extension.umd.edu/mg/grow-it-eat-it-powerpoint-presentations
https://www.seedsavers.org/the-seed-garden-the-art-practice-of-seed-saving
https://www.chelseagreen.com/product/seed-to-seed/


 

• Good links: 
o Organic Seed Alliance- https://www.seedalliance.org/ 
o Seed Savers Exchange (SSE)- http://www.seedsavers.org/Education/ 

▪ SSE: Crop-Specific Seed Saving Guide- http://www.southernexposure.com/growing-
guides/saving-seeds-home-use.pdf 

o Southern Exposure Seed Exchange: 
▪ How to Host a Seed Swap (http://www.southernexposure.com/how-to-host-a-seed-swap-

ezp-146.html); 
▪ Seed Saving Guides- http://www.southernexposure.com/growing-guides-library-ezp-

41.html#seed-saving 
o National Seed Swap Day- http://seedswapday.blogspot.com/ 
o Hybrid Varieties and Saving Seeds- http://aggie-

horticulture.tamu.edu/archives/parsons/vegetables/seed.html 
o Isolation distances- http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/distance_matters_when_saving_seed 
o Seed saving information from other land-grant universities: 

▪ Maine- http://umaine.edu/publications/2750e/ 
▪ Montana-  http://store.msuextension.org/publications/YardandGarden/MT199905AG.pdf 
▪ Clemson- 

http://www.clemson.edu/extension/hgic/plants/vegetables/gardening/hgic1255.html 
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