
 
Pulse Seed Quality 2017 
 
By Bruce Barker, P. Ag. 
 
The difficult harvesting conditions in 2016 have left growers searching for high quality pulse 
seed for 2017. Bruce Carriere with Discovery Seed Labs says that generally, there will be enough 
good – not great, but good -- quality pulse seed available for planting, although growers may 
have to travel further for it.  
 
Discovery Seed Labs’ pulse seed testing from the 2016 crop show that while field pea 
germination is actually higher than it was from the 2015 crop, aschochyta levels are also higher, 
indicating the need to use a good seed treatment. Good quality lentil seed is available from the 
central part of Saskatchewan. Faba bean germination levels were generally down from 2015, but 
disease levels are relatively low with some botrytis showing up in a few samples. Chickpea seed 
quality was down in 2016 with many seed lots having immature seeds that did not germinate. 
Growers may have to look for chickpea seed from the 2015 crop. 
 
Pulse seed tested at BioVision Seed Labs shows similar trends, with disease severity and 
incidence higher in 2016 than 2015. Holly Gelech with BioVision provided the following seed 
quality summaries from their lab. 
 
Table 1. Saskatchewan Average Pulse Seed Germination: 2016 vs 2015 

  2016 2015 

Chickpeas  75% 88% 

Lentils  87% 92% 

Peas  90% 87% 
Source: BioVision Seed Labs 
 
Table 2. Saskatchewan Seed-Borne Disease Summary 

Fungal Scan Test Results   
Severity Incidence   
Average 
Infection 

Percentage of seed samples detecting the pathogen  
(2015 comparative in brackets) 

Peas Ascochyta 2.8% 77% (37%) of the samples tested detected Ascochyta 

Chickpeas Ascochyta 0.4% 34% (43%) of the samples tested detected Ascochyta 

Chickpeas Botrytis Blight 5.8% 90% (30%) of the samples tested detected Botrytis 

Lentils Anthracnose 0.5% 41% (27%) of the samples tested detected Anthracnose 

Lentils Botrytis Blight 2.6% 87% (27%) of the samples tested detected Botrytis 

Source: BioVision Seed Labs 
 
The risks of using poor quality seed are numerous. Poor germination and vigour will result in 
poor stand establishment. This can lead to poor weed competition, uneven crop stands, and 



 
lower yield. Diseased seeds that carry seed-borne fungi can cause ascochyta blight, anthracnose, 
seed rots, seedling blights, and damping off, which may affect plant vigour, growth, and yield. 
 
Information from the Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture (SMA) shows that planting infected 
seed may result in a widespread distribution of disease within the crop, and an increased 
number of initial infection sites from which the disease can spread. As an example, consider the 
development of Ascochyta blight in a chickpea crop. Since there is a high rate of seed-to-
seedling transmission of this disease, even a small percentage of infected seed can result in 
significant seedling infection in the field. For a seedlot with 0.1 per cent Ascochyta infection 
(one infected seed in 1,000 seeds) and a planting density of three to four plants/square foot, 
there is potential for a result of 175 infected seedlings per acre. This is a substantial amount of 
early infection for such an aggressive disease.  
 
Frost damage to pulses can impact germination and vigour. Seedlots tested in the fall or early 
winter may show acceptable germination, but germination can decline over the winter. Testing 
the seedlot periodically before seeding is important to ensure the seed retains a high 
germination and vigour level. Similarly, immature seed can decline in quality over winter and 
may lack vigour.   
 
Mechanical damage during pulse harvest can cause a cracked seed coat or internal damage to 
the cotyledon. Seedlings may emerge, but may be deformed and lack a vigourously growing root 
or shoot.   
 
Saskatchewan Pulse Growers recommends that growers only use Certified Seed with 
documented good quality, but also know that The Federal Seeds Act means Certified Seed only 
has to meet standards for germination and purity, not disease. Growers purchasing Certified 
Seed should ask for a seed test lab certificate that identifies germination, vigour, disease 
presence and levels, and Thousand Kernel Weight. These tests will help growers implement 
management practices to ensure the crop gets off to a fast, uniform start. 
 

Understanding Seed Tests 
Growers should select seedlots with high germination rates greater than 90 per cent, seedling 
vigour greater than 90 per cent if possible, and low seed-borne disease levels.  
 
Germination testing measures the percentage of seeds in a seedlot capable of germination 
under ideal conditions. 
 
Vigour testing determines the proportion of seeds that will be vigorous enough to germinate 
and survive the stresses associated with emergence. Seed test labs use different protocols for a 
vigour test, and include germination under a stressful environment (i.e. cold) unfavorable to 
seedling development.  
 
Vigour and germination tests provide a more complete picture of how a seedlot will perform in 
the field. Ideally, germination would be 100 per cent and vigour 90 per cent, but germination at 



 
85 per cent and vigour at 75 per cent is rated as acceptable according to 20/20 Seed Labs’ 
protocol, although not ideal. These tests can help identify problems occurring from frost, 
immature, or weathered seeds, and provide growers with an assessment of how well the seeds 
will perform in the field. 
 
Disease tests or fungal scans are now common at most seed test labs. Seed-borne pathogens 
can cause a host of problems with germination, vigour, and seedling health, which can, in turn, 
impact stand establishment and, ultimately, yield potential. As part of a testing package with 
germination and vigor tests, growers can get a complete picture of their seed quality. In pulses, 
a full fungal scan can identify the presence and levels of Ascochyta, anthracnose, botrytis, 
sclerotinia, root rot, and bacterial blight.  
 

 
Source: Guidelines for Seed Borne Diseases of Pulse Crops, Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture 
 
The thresholds listed in the chart were primarily developed by SMA for the Brown and Dark 
Brown soil zones. In the Black soil zone, lentil seed should have zero per cent Aschochyta 
infection to help prevent the spread of the disease. View the complete chart here. 
 
A seed treatment protects against early season seed- and soil-borne diseases, increases 
germination and emergence consistency, enhances vigour, maintains root health, and helps the 
crop withstand minor stresses. However, bear in mind that seed treatments are not a cure for a 
poor seedlot with a high proportion of damaged or infected seed.   
 

http://www.saskatchewan.ca/business/agriculture-natural-resources-and-industry/agribusiness-farmers-and-ranchers/crops-and-irrigation/crop-protection/disease/seed-borne-diseases-of-pulse-crops


 
Seed treatments generally have either systemic or contact modes of action. Pathogens found 
within the seed require a systemic product to control the disease. Surface and soil-borne 
pathogens require a contact or protectant seed treatment that covers the seed to protect it. 
Choosing a seed treatment that offers multiple modes of action and systemic movement 
throughout the seedling will help control a wide range of seedling diseases. Also follow 
manufacturer recommendations when applying both seed treatments and Rhizobium inoculants 
to ensure compatibility.  
 
The degree of disease control with seed treatments depends on five factors:  
1) Fungicide active ingredients  
2) Rate of application  
3) Seed- and soil-borne fungal diseases present  
4) Environmental conditions  
5) Quality of seed coverage 
 
Check individual product labels for specifics. Adequate coverage is important. Ensure each seed 
is protected and the seeds are completely covered (especially important with contact type seed 
treatments). 
 
The 2017 Guide to Crop Protection will be released in March. The 2017 Saskatchewan Pulse 
Crops Seeding & Variety Guide contains more information specific to pulse production in the 
province.  
 

Where to Test Seed 
Seed should be tested at a fully accredited seed-testing laboratory. Accreditation may include 
from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, Canadian Seed Institute, and/or the International 
Seed Testing Association. 
 
 
 

 

http://www.saskatchewan.ca/business/agriculture-natural-resources-and-industry/agribusiness-farmers-and-ranchers/crops-and-irrigation/crop-protection/guide-to-crop-protection
http://proof.saskpulse.com/files/general/16SPG8345_Variety_Data_Booklet_v6_LR3.pdf
http://proof.saskpulse.com/files/general/16SPG8345_Variety_Data_Booklet_v6_LR3.pdf

