
Seed Viability Test
What You Will Need -

10 seeds of each type being tested 
Paper towels 
Water 
Sealable plastic bag 
Permanent market

1. Moisten a sheet of paper towel. It shouldn’t be dripping wet, just uniformly damp. If your 
paper towel falls apart when it gets wet, use 2 sheets, one on top of the other.

2. Place the 10 seeds in a row along the damp towel .
3. Roll or fold the paper towel around the seeds.
4. Place the paper towel into the plastic bag and seal it. Write the date on the plastic bag, so 

there’s no guess work involved. If you are testing more than one type of seed, also label 
the bag with the seed type and variety.

5. Place the plastic bag somewhere warm, about 70 degrees F. A sunny window sill or on 
top of the refrigerator should work.

6. Check daily, to be sure the paper towel does not dry out. It shouldn’t because it is seal, 
but if it get very warm, you may need to re-moisten the towel with a spray bottle.

7. After about 7 days, start checking for germination by unrolling the paper towel. You may 
even be able to see sprouting through the rolled towel. Very often the roots will grow 
right through it.

8. Check you seed packet for average germination times for your particular seed, but 
generally 7 - 10 days should be enough time for the test.

9. After 10 days, unroll the paper towel and count how many seeds have sprouted. This 
will give you the percentage germination you can expect from the remaining seeds 
in the packet. If only 3 sprouted, it is a 30% germination rate. Seven would be a 70% 
germination rate. Nine would be a 90% germination rate, and so on.

Realistically, if less than 70% of your test seed germinated you would be better off starting with 
fresh seed. If 70 - 90% germinated, the seed should be fine to use, but you should sow it a little 
thicker than you normally would. If 100% germinated - lucky you, your seed is viable and you’re 
ready to plant.

You don’t have to waste the seeds that germinated. They can be planted. Don’t let them dry out 
and handle them very carefully, so that you don’t break the roots or growing tip. It’s often easiest 
to just cut the paper towel between seeds and plant the seed, towel and all. If the root has grown 
through the towel, it is almost impossible to separate them without breaking the root. The paper 
towel will rot quickly enough and in the mean time, it will help hold water near the roots.
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Storing Seed
It may not look like it, but seeds are alive and need certain conditions to remain so. Excessive 
heat or cold can kill the seed embryo and too much humidity or moisture will cause them to mold 
and rot. For the average home gardener, the best places to store your seed are in the refrigerator 
or a cold basement. Both space can get humid, so be sure your seed is completely dry, to the 
point of being brittle, before you store them away, and seal them in an airtight glass jar, like a 
canning jar, to prevent moisture getting in. 
Here's an even quicker way to test large seeds, like beans and corn. If you have large seeds like 
peas, beans and corn left over from last year, an easy way to test for their viability is to fill a 
shallow pan with water and pour the seeds in. If they sink, they're fine. If they float, toss them. 

Vegetable Storage Years 
Arugula 4 Bean 3 
Beet 4 Broccoli 3 
Brussels Sprouts 4 Cabbage 4 
Carrot 3 Cauliflower 4 
Celeriac 3 Celery  3 
Chard, Swiss 4 Chicory  4 
Chinese Cabbage 3 Collards 5
Corn Salad 5 Corn, Sweet 2 
Cucumber 5 Eggplant 4 
Endive 5 Fennel 4 
Kale 4 Kohlrabi 3 
Leek 2 Lettuce 5 
Muskmelon 5 Mustard  4
 Okra 2 Onion  1 
Parsley 1 Parsnip  1 
Pea 3 Pepper 2
 Pumpkin 4 Radish  4 
Rutabaga 4 Salsify  1 
Scorzonera 1 Sorrel 4 
Spinach 2 Squash 4 
Tomato 4 Turnip 4 
Water Cress 5 Watermelon 4


