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Should You Save Seeds?

Home garden seed savers: 

ω5ƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎŜŜŘ ǇǳǊƛǘȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀǎ 
commercial suppliers

ωCan save what suits their garden conditions

ωSave substantial money

But...it takes time and space:

ωBest to save seeds from 5-12 plants, not from just 1 plant

ωPlants occupy garden space for long periods until seeds ripen 
(biennials take up space for 2 growing seasons)



Annuals

ωFlowers and seeds develop in the same season the plant is sown:

E.g., Beans, peas, lettuce, summer broccoli, corn, cucumbers and 
squashes, mustard greens, arugula, radishes 



Biennials

Flowers & seeds develop in the second 
growing season (after winter chill)Ą

ωRoots: Beets, carrots, leeks & onions, 
parsnips, winter radish, turnips and 
rutabagas

ωCabbage family: Kale, cabbage, 
kohlrabi, purple sprouting broccoli, 
winter cauliflower

ÅOthers: Swiss chard, parsley,      
endive, celery & celeriac



¢ƻƳŀǘƻŜǎΣ tŜǇǇŜǊǎΧ
ΧŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŜƴƴƛŀƭǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƎǊƻǿ ǘƘŜƳ ϧ ǎŀǾŜ ǎŜŜŘ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƴǳŀƭǎ



Most crop plants have 
ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΩ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎΧ

ΧƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ ƳŀƭŜ ϧ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŦƭƻǿŜǊ 

ωSelf-fertile: E.g., Tomato, lettuce, cabbage family, legumes

ωSelf-infertile: E.g., Apples, 

pears, cabbage, cauliflower 

have pollen that is genetically

incompatible with their

own egg cells

Male: 
Stamens

Female: 
Pistils



Some plants have separate male & 
female flowers

ωPlants with both sexes of flowers on the same plant: Corn, 
cucumbers, squash & pumpkins, melons

ωLarge-fruited kiwi has male and female flowers on separate plants

Female MaleFemale flowers have a 
miniature fruit behind 

the blossom



What to Save?



OP vs. Hybrids (F1)

ωOP: Open pollinated plants have male and female parents from 
the same variety. Seeds from OP plants produce predictable 
offspring if off-type plants are culled at each generation

ωIȅōǊƛŘǎΥ tŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ н ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǊǎ ώάōǊŜŜŘǎέϐΦ 
When crossed, the offspring (F1 generation) are vigorous, with 
predictable characteristics, BUT plants grown from seeds saved 
from hybrids will be variable & not like the 

parent plants

Many plants hybridize naturally & gardeners can

encourage hybridization to generate new varieties

Pippi is an F2 generation dogĄ



²ƘŀǘΩǎ ¸ƻǳǊ DƻŀƭΚ
To preserve a variety? For parents, choose plants most like the 

original type; remove off-ǘȅǇŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƭƻǿŜǊ

To improve a variety or save an unusual mutation? Choose parent 
plants that look the best, show the desired characteristics 

What is a desirable depends on the plant:

ωEarly flowering = early harvest: useful for beans, peas

ωLate flowering = longer harvest: summer lettuce, leeks 

ωFrost hardiness: winter lettuce, biennial broccoli

ωHeat tolerance: summer lettuce, annual broccoli



Choosing Parent Plants

Consider:

ωWhole plant: Healthy 
appearance, size, vigour

ωLeaves: Healthy colour, size

ωFruit: Normal or desirable shape, 
colour, flavour

Tie a label on desirable parent 
plants for future reference



Genes in parents Genes in next generations 

Choosing plants for a

particular characteristic increases 

the proportion of genes for that 

characteristic in the next generation, but it takes

many generations to stabilize characteristics 

Genetics 101



The Cross-Pollination Problem

ωWind pollinated flowers: Beets, 
chard, all cabbage family including 
radishes, spinach, corn

ω Insect pollinated flowers: Most 
fruit and some vegetables, 
including some that are wind 
pollinated

¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǿƛƴŘ ƻǊ ōŜŜǎΣ ǎƻ
varieties must be isolated to ensure 

ǎŜŜŘǎ ƛǎ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ



Isolating Parent Plants

ω In time: Save seeds from plants with 
ŦƭƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ 
with related plants

ωBy distance: Grow seed plants 10 

to 1,000 m away from plants that 

could cross

ωWith barriers: Cover parent plants 
with floating row cover, insect 
netting or window screen cages to 
keep out insects (hand pollinate)



Isolating Parent Plants

In home gardens:

ωPlan to grow only 1 variety of each kind of plant for seed each 
season

ωRemove flowers of all plants that could cross with those being 
grown for seed 

In community gardens or neighbourhoods with a lot of gardens: 

ωCover or cage your own seed plants

OR: 

ωCoordinate with other gardeners on what to grown out for 
seed each season



Hand Pollination

ωGently move pollen within 
or between flowers with a 
small, soft paintbrush 

ωRepeat several times for 
each flower to mimic 
pollinator visits

ωWash the brush before 

using on other varieties



Avoid Crossing with Weeds

ω/ŀǊǊƻǘǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ vǳŜŜƴ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ƭŀŎŜκǿƛƭŘ ŎŀǊǊƻǘ

ωLettuce cross with wild lettuce/prickly lettuce

ωMustards, Chinese cabbage cross with wild mustards

Control weeds in the area to ensure pure seeds or cover parent 
plants and hand pollinate



Lowest Risk of crossing
Crops with self-fertile flowers that are not pollinated by insects: 

ωPeas & beans (except scarlet runner beans). Flowers are 
already fertilized when open

ωTomatoes & lettuce are wind 

pollinated; pollen falls within 

the flowers



Basic Seed Saving 
Methods



Seed Saving Steps

1. Choose and labelparent plants

2. Wait until seeds mature on plant, 
then harvest 

3. Label everything

4. Dry seeds thoroughly

5. Separate seeds from pods or hulls

6. Clean or winnow, if necessary

7. Package, labeland store


