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Understanding seed tag germination scores and what it means in a cold wet spring 

 

 There is no doubt that the weather thus far this spring has been less than ideal.  The moisture 

has been a blessing to our area, but the cold temperatures have been nagging and unseasonable.  With 

the calendar marching towards May and little field work done, it will be a mad rush to get the crop in 

when weather improves.  This leads to the potential for a portion of the crop to go into the ground 

under more questionable conditions.  So I thought this might be a good opportunity to review seed 

germination test procedures and how that affects what we will see it the field. 

Standard “warm” germination test 

 This is the test that is used on all seed to determine the germination percent that will be printed 

on the seed tag.  This test is conducted by wrapping seeds in paper towel and holding the temperature, 

humidity and light at a constant and perfect level for the entire test time.  The perfect conditions are 

held for 7 days.  After that time, each seed and seedling is examined to see if germination occurred.  The 

germinated ones are counted and a percent germination calculated for that seed lot.  This germination 

test will give you an idea of what germination should be under ideal conditions and is the only 

germination test required to be printed on the seed label. 

Cold germination or “vigor” test 

 This test is the most rigorous and will give you an idea of germination capability under severe 

conditions, conditions that might be encountered in a spring such as this.  The lab will essential put the 

seed through a stress test to determine how vigorous the seed will be when the conditions are less than 

ideal. 

 The cold germination test is conducted as follows:  The seed is wrapped in wet paper towel and 

chilled to 50°F overnight.  Then the seed is placed in a non-sterile soil medium (non-sterile so the seed is 

subjected to all the disease pathogens possibly found in the field) at 50°F for 7 days.  Finally the seed 

tray is warmed to 77°F for 5-7 days.  Then the percent germinated is calculated as well as the percent of 

normal, abnormal and dead seeds/seedlings.  This then gives you an idea of the percent of seeds that 

will have enough vigor to get out of the ground and produce a normal plant when the environmental 

conditions are stacking the odds against it.  Seed companies will do this test but the results are not 

required to be printed to the seed tag.  There are a number of labs that can perform this test if you have 

seed in question. 

What affects germination and how do we mitigate the risk of poor germination 

 Germination is largely affect by the obvious conditions such as soil temperature.  However, 

there are a number of other less obvious factors that can lead to poor germination.  Such as how the 



seed was handled: cracked seed may fail to germinate or seeds with scratched seed coats may be 

subject to more burn from in-furrow starter fertilizer.  Improper planter setting where the row unit is 

bouncing up and down can lead to some seed being placed in good moisture and some being placed too 

shallow in dry soil, which in turn can affect germination.  A heavy wet soil will hold too much water 

against and around the seed and will affect the respiration rate and survivability of seed, so soil type and 

moisture content can affect percent germinated. 

 So ultimately it comes down to details at planting time.  1) For ideal germination the soil 

temperature should be 50°F and rising.  Soil temperature should be checked at the 4” level early in the 

morning so that the sun heating effect in not factored in. 2) Make sure planter settings are correct. 3) Be 

cautious with in-furrow fertilizer.  In our soil types 5 gallon/acre of 10-34-0 is about the maximum safe 

amount.  Drier soil conditions may require that amount to be backed down to 3 gallon/acre. 4) Handle 

seed carefully.  It is a living organism.  Don’t drop or toss bags, or if using a seed tender, run the auger 

slow and full and/or use auger flighting that is either brush type or cupped poly plastic. 5) Consider seed 

treatments or maybe even some in-furrow fungicide when conditions indicate the seed may be at extra 

risk. 

 I’m not necessarily predicting wide spread germination issues this year.  I just thought this might 

be a good time for a reminder so potential issues can be avoided. 

 

Have a safe spring   

  

  


