
 

 
 

 

 

Seed Quality and Testing 
 
Bruce Barker, P.Ag. 
 
Growers looking to purchase lentil seed for the 2016 planting season may find some options are in short 
supply. However, buying high quality seed that has passed tests for germination, vigor, disease, and thousand 
kernel weight (TKW) should still be the first consideration. High quality seed for planting should have high 
germination, be intact and free from impurities and weed seeds, and have a zero or low level of disease.  
 
Bruce Carriere of Discovery Seeds in Saskatoon, highlights some of the things his lab and others have been 
finding with lentils this year. Germination and vigor testing are very important. In 2015, most of the lentils 
were harvested under very hot, dry conditions, causing much of the seed to develop hairline fractures in the 
seed coat. Many samples will typically pass a germination test, however, because vigor is impacted by 
conditions at harvest and other factors, the results of a vigor test may not be as positive.  
 
Seed vigor tests subject the samples to stresses, such as cold and wet conditions. Vigor test results can typically 
be up to 8-10 percentage points lower than germination, but when the value drops to 20-25 percentage points, 
then there can be problems. If seed has high germination but low vigor, adding a seed treatment can help 
provide a good start and protect against soil borne diseases. Waiting until the soil warms up before seeding can 
also help improve stand establishment.  
 
Growers also need to be concerned about the TKWs of the varieties they plan to seed this year. The optimum 
seeding rate for each seed lot varies depending on its seed size, with larger seeded lentil varieties (higher TKW) 
requiring a higher seeding rate to achieve the recommended plant population of 12 plants per square foot. 
With the high cost of seed, optimizing seeding rates is important.  
 
Testing for diseases is recommended. Labs can test for individual diseases, but a group test that includes most 
of the important diseases is a cost effective option. Diseases such as anthracnose are on the rise in lentils. 
Other diseases such as Ascochyta blight, botrytis, and sclerotinia were not as prevalent in 2015 compared to 
other years under wetter growing conditions, but can still be a problem in lentils. Carriere encourages growers 
to contact the testing labs they use if they have questions about seed quality or are looking for 
recommendations.  
 

Seed-Borne Diseases and Seed Treatments 
When buying lentil seed, contamination from seed-borne diseases should be as low as possible. Planting seed 
that is free from seed-borne diseases limits the introduction of pathogens into a field, particularly in areas 
where the disease has not been present, and prevents disease establishment.  
 
If growers have seedlots with good germination and vigor, but tested positive for lower levels of disease, it may 
still be possible to plant the seed by using a seed treatment or other strategies, depending on the situation. 
Faye Dokken-Bouchard, Provincial Specialist, Plant Disease with the Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture 
emphasizes that it is important to understand the tolerances of seed-borne diseases when interpreting seed 



 

 
 

 

 

test results, and that different diseases have different seed-to-seedling transmission rates. Thresholds have 
been developed as guidelines for seed-borne diseases and recommended actions. Tolerances for seed infection 
vary with the pulse crop, the disease, weather conditions of the region, and the availability of a seed 
treatment.  
 
Anthracnose disease is on the rise in lentils, although it is not highly seed-borne and the seed-to-seedling 
transmission is considered low in lentils. However, there is no seed treatment for anthracnose and 
anthracnose-infected seed should not be planted in a field where lentil has never been grown. For diseases 
such as Ascochyta blight, a seed treatment is recommended if the disease level on the seed is between 5-10 
per cent, at levels greater than 10 per cent, the seed should not be used for planting.  
 
The threshold for seed rot and seedling blight caused by seed-borne diseases such as botrytis, sclerotinia, and 
fusarium is 10 per cent and a seed treatment is recommended. One relatively new disease in the root rot 
complex is Aphanomyces root rot, a long-lived soil borne disease affecting peas and lentils, and is particularly 
aggressive under wet conditions. There are limited chemical controls currently available, and research is 
underway to better understand the disease. A typical lentil rotation is one in four years, however with 
Aphanomyces root rot, the rotation for lentils or peas should be extended to a minimum of one in six years.  
 
Several of these diseases prefer moist cool conditions, so start with high quality seed, select varieties with 
disease resistance, and use recommended seed treatments if available. Field selection can impact diseases, for 
example canola may increase the potential for sclerotinia, pulses may increase the potential for botrytis and 
cereals and other crops can add risk for fusarium and other root rot and seedling blight diseases.  
 
For more information refer to the Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture’s Guideline for Tolerances of Seed-
Borne Diseases in Pulse Seed 
 
 

http://publications.gov.sk.ca/documents/20/86762-64897dee-8dab-4df8-acaf-dc3deefeb5c9.pdf
http://publications.gov.sk.ca/documents/20/86762-64897dee-8dab-4df8-acaf-dc3deefeb5c9.pdf

