Using Leftover Vegetable Seeds

Sources:  Richard Durham and Candace Harker


If you’re like me, your eyes are bigger than your garden so you often have seed leftover from previous years.  Be sure your leftover seeds can germinate before you send in that new seed catalogue order, or visit the local garden supply center.


When properly stored, most vegetable seeds will remain viable, or able to germinate, for three or more years, including tomato, carrot, pumpkin, cucumber and cabbage.  However, a few vegetables (spinach, onion, and sweet corn) produce seeds that remain viable for less than two to three years.  Thus, it’s best to buy fresh seeds of these vegetables every year or two.  


It’s easy to check the viability of vegetable seeds that are more than one year old by using the “rag doll test.”  Simply wrap 10 to 20 seeds from each packet in a paper towel that’s moist, but not dripping wet.  Roll or fold the paper towels to enclose the seeds and put towels in a sealed, air-tight plastic bag.  Put a label in with the seed-containing paper towels, or mark the outside of the plastic bag.  


Put the plastic bags in a warm area where the temperature will range from 70 to 80 degrees Fahrenheit.  The refrigerator top is a  good storage location, especially if there are cabinets above to hold in heat the refrigerator generates.


Viable seed should germinate in one to two weeks.


If 75 percent or more of the seeds germinate from any given packet, plant those normally as you would in the garden.  It’s still okay to use seeds if about 50 percent germinate from a packet.  However, you might want to use twice as many seed as normal to make up for the lower germinate rate.  If 30 percent or fewer of the seeds in a packet germinate, it’s best to order or buy fresh seeds.


If you depend on a good harvest from some major crops such as snap beans, sweet corn, butternut squash or pickling cucumbers, it’s probably wise to plant a mixture of new and old seeds.  Buying some extra fresh seed is cheap insurance that you’ll have fresh produce available when you’re ready to preserve it.


When you purchase seeds, check labels and buy only those packaged for the current growing season.  This practice will ensure that you’re getting the freshest seeds available.

Storing Vegetable Seeds


If you have some vegetable seeds remaining from this growing season, the following tips will help you keep them viable for next year’s garden. 


Storage conditions are very important to maintain high germination rates of leftover seeds.  Try to keep seeds as dry as possible.  Although refrigeration isn’t necessary, keeping seeds cool, but not freezing, also will prolong their lives.


Enclose seeds in an air-tight container such as a glass jar or plastic food storage box to keep them dry and protect against insect infestations and rodent feeding.


Periodically check stored seeds for mold.  If mold is present, throw away any damaged or decaying seeds.  Allow the remaining seeds to air-dry for a few days before resealing the container


For more information, contact me at the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.
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