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SYMPOSIUM OVERVIEW

The use of native seeds for conservation, revegetation of disturbed lands, bio-
fuels, landscaping and ornamental use is increasing. One of the major
demands for native seeds is in the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), part
of the USDA Farm Bill. Presently, in the United States, 36 million acres of land
are enrolled in CRP and many of these acres are dedicated to native species.
Original CRP signups began in 1985 with contracts for 10 years. Since then,
an additional 23 signups have occurred and many original contracts have
matured and were reenrolled into new 10 or 15 year contracts. The original
CRP program allowed for a wide range of introduced or native species. Many
of these CRP acres are required to be renovated to contain mixtures of native
species. In the Central Plains states some of the most common species are
warm-season grasses such as big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii Vitman), lit-
tle bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium (Michx.) Nash) Indiangrass (Sorgha-
strum nutans L.), switchgrass (Panicum virgatum L.), blue grama (Bouteloua
gracilis (Kunth) Lag. ex Griffiths), sideoats grama (Bouteloua curtipendula
(Michx.) Torr.) and several other species.

Many of these species are chaffy (low seed flowability) seed types which
makes harvesting, conditioning, sampling and marketing on a Pure Live
(Viable) Seed (PLS) basis difficult even though their value is high at $10–$17
(U.S.) per pound of PLS seed. With these high values, variances of 10% in test-
ing PLS can mean thousands of dollars for the owner of the seed. The seed
industry has expressed this concern to make seed testing laboratories aware of
the importance of uniform testing of native species.

An understanding of how testing methods were established for native
species emphasizes that uniform testing methods will assist in determining
the value of seed lots, but the results will have little to do with successful stand
establishment. Warm-season native species are typically established in mid-
May through June in the Central Plains states, when the soil temperatures
range from 15 to 20° C. These grasses are often planted no-till into sod which
has been killed by a non-selective herbicide. As a result, a weed bank of annual
and perennial seeds usually exists waiting for the opportunity to emerge. The
depth of planting for these species is usually 1 to 2 cm making good seed
placement and timely rainfall events important for successful establishment.
The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) provides conservation
districts and farmers with specific recommendations for establishment of
these species. No-till drills with agitation boxes are commonly used and the
level of seed dormancy becomes increasingly important. If a seed lot is highly
dormant, stand emergence under ideal conditions may be uneven. If a seed lot
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contains low dormancy and timely rainfall occurs, stand emergence can be
very uniform. Thus, accurate determinations of seed lot dormancy helps to
identify the number of seeds to plant per hectare. Presently, the NRCS does
not evaluate either germination or dormancy in its selection of seed lots and
the cost share of seed costs to the farmer is based on PLS percentage. Thus, the
use of low dormancy seed lots is discouraged. If native seed testing procedures
were uniform and dormancy was not broken by laboratory methods, the con-
sumer may actually be provided the best information on selecting seed lots
with truly low seed dormancy. First year establishment is very important since
weed competition can be detrimental to native seedling establishment.

Germination testing methods for many of these species were established in
the Rules for Testing Seeds of the Association of Official Seed Analysts (AOSA)
50 to 60 years ago. At that time, dormancy breaking methods were added for
these species to aid the analyst in determining maximum germination of the
seed lots. In the 1960’s the tetrazolium (TZ) test for determining seed dor-
mancy gained acceptance in North American seed testing. TZ testing reduced
the importance of breaking dormancy since viability of remaining ungermi-
nated seeds could be determined quickly. However, the option to break dor-
mancy with methods such as prechilling or use of moistening agents such as
KNO3 have remained in the AOSA Rules.

Inconsistent test results among seed laboratories may be due to a number
of factors such as: 1) variability within seed lot, 2) accuracy of sampling by the
seed owner, 3) accuracy of subsampling within the laboratory 4) method used
to obtain pure seed, 5) experience of seed analyst conducting tests, and 6) ger-
mination methods used within the laboratory. To help increase consistency
within and between testing laboratories, a re-evaluation of native seed testing
methods and the philosophy behind these tests is needed. The philosophy that
prechill should be used to break seed dormancy of warm-season native species
may be one cause for inconsistent test results. In other warm-season species
such as maize, sorghum and cotton these cold pretreatments are considered
vigor tests. If the seed lot of a particular native species contains dormant and
nondormant seeds, a prechill treatment may actually be functioning as a vigor
test on nondormant seed resulting in reduced seed lot viability. These exam-
ples show that reducing variables such as prechilling or moistening agents
may lead to greater test result consistency. Other standardization methods
needing attention include sampling and pure seed determination. Presently,
no standard pure seed determination methods exist for chaffy grasses.
Procedures to follow when using seed blowers or checking florets/spikelets for
the presence of mature caryopsis are especially needed. The purpose of this
symposium is to provide a much needed reevaluation of the procedures for
germination, sampling, classification, labeling and seed dormancy breaking
protocols as they influence seed testing results for an increasingly important
class of seeds of native species.


