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How to Read a Seed Tag
History of Seed Tags 
	 Federal and state seed laws 
require seed companies to reg-
ularly test seed lots for purity, 
germination, and weed contami-
nation, as well as report the iden-
tity and origin of seed produced. 
For more information, please 
consult the Federal Seed Act as 
well as the Arkansas Department 
of Agriculture’s Circular 10: 
Regulations on the Sale of 
Planting Seed in Arkansas.

Reading Seed Tags 
	 In addition to selecting the 
best seed variety for the opera-
tion, farmers must also identify 
the best bag of seed for their 
operation. Reading seed tags 
can help farmers identify higher 
quality seed options, price out 
seed costs, and adjust seeding 
rates to improve emergence in 
the field. 

	 Finding the seed tag is the 
important first step: do not pur-
chase seed without a seed tag. 
Once a seed tag is located, look 
for the following key features: 

1.	 Species and variety will be 
listed. Variety not stated 
(VNS) might be listed for 
some common bermudagrass 
seed. Mixtures can have 
multiple varieties or species 
listed. Before purchase, 

ensure that the species and 
variety are suited to your 
forage management goals. 
Additionally, some species, 
such as cereal rye and rye-
grass, have similar names but 
are quite different. Checking 
the seed tag  before purchase 
ensures you have the correct 
seed. 

2.	 Pure seed describes the per-
centage of the bag that con-
sists of the desired species. 
Purity is one of the most 
crucial points when consid-
ering a seed lot. Seed fields 
will often have some inert 
matter, other crop, or weed 
seed as a byproduct of har-
vesting. Different seed lots 
can have higher or lower 
purity. 

3.	 Pure live seed (PLS), is a 
calculation of germination 
and purity that reflects the 
percentage of seed that will 
produce seedlings in a timely 
manner. This calculated 
value may not be on the seed 
tag but is often provided for 
species with a high level of 
dormancy. 

4.	 Germination describes the per-
centage of seedlings that will 
emerge from the pure live 
seeds in a timely manner. 
Germination is a viability 
metric; a seed may germinate 
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but can still fail to emerge from the soil when 
planted. Total germination may include hard 
or dormant seed that will not germinate 
soon after planting. The percentage of seed 
that will germinate soon after planting is 
more important than total germination for 
most forage crops. Test date for germination 
is important, too. Select seed that has been 
tested within the past 6 months to 1 year. 
Germination often declines rapidly in local 
storage. 

5.	 Inert matter can consist of coatings, crop 
residue, soil, or other particulate matter in 
the sample. Sometimes a carrier product is 
included with light or fluffy seed to help the 
seed move through planting equipment. 

6.	 Other crop refers to other crops that may have 
volunteered in the seed field. Corn would be 
considered other crop in a bag of soybean seed; 
soybean would be considered other crop in a 
bag of corn seed. Cheap tall fescue seed lots 
often have orchardgrass or ryegrass contami-
nation that would be considered other crop.  

7.	 Weed seeds are identified as part of laboratory 

purity tests. Listed weeds will be planted 
with the desired seed, so understanding 
potential weed challenges is critical. Noxious 
weeds can be prohibited from traveling across 
certain state lines.

How to use Seed Tag Information

	 Comparison shopping is the primary benefit 
of reading a seed tag. Farmers can identify seed 
with the best germination and purity, and the 
least amount of inert matter or weed seed out 
of available commercial options. Seed tags can 
be used to hold seed dealers accountable for the 
quality of their product and identify reputable 
distributors and vendors for seed. 

	 Other information that is sometimes included 
on seed tags:

•	 Hard seed of legumes will not germinate immedi-
ately after planting. Clover seed frequently has some 
proportion of hard seed. 

•	 Dormant seed of grasses will not germinate immedi-
ately after planting. For example, eastern gamagrass 
seeds need to go through a cold, wet period of 6-8 
weeks to germinate. 

Common Annual Winter Forages

RYEGRASS
marshall annual
98.00% Pure Seed
01.00% Crop Seed
0.50% Inert Seed
0.50% Weed Seed
Germ: 85.00% Hard Seed: 0.00% Total: 85.00
Origen: OR     Test Date: 07/24
Nexious Weed: None Found
LOT# L141-23-M26 NET WT: 50LB

JERRY OATS
Lot number: j015037-50
Pure Seed 99.95 % 
Other Crop Seed 00.00 %
Inert Matter 00.05 %
Weed Seeds 00.05 %
Noxious-Weed Seeds None Found
Germination 99.00 %
Hard/Dormant Seed 00.00 %
Total Viable 99.00 %
Origin SD
Test Date December, 2023
Net Weight 50 Pounds  
 
 

TOWER

FORAGE SEED MIXTURE
PURE SEED

TALL FESCUE

Net Wt. 5 LB (22.68 KG)

Lot No. W12-24-TF-403
This seed lot has been tested and determined to 
contain at least 70% novel (selected) endophyte
and no more than 5% off-type endophyte
Keep in dry, cool place for storage

99.95% Pure Seed
00.00% Other Crop Seed
00.25% Inert Matter
00.00% Weed Seed
Noxious Weed Seeds: 
None Found
“For Forage Use”

 

 
 

26.08% VNS ANNUAL RYEGRASS
19.79% VNS PERENNIAL RYEGRASS
14.36% GLAS FLAX
14.26% VNS ALFAFA
09.77% VNS RED CLOVER
07.21% VNS WHITE CLOVER
00.10% OTHER CROP SEED
00.82% INERT MATTER
00.13% WEED SEED
07.50% WATER SAVER SEED COATING
NOXIOUS WEED SEED PER POUND: 
28 HAIRY NIGHTSHADE, 9 MUSTARD

NET WT: 1 LB
FORAGE USE ONLY

CAUTION: FLAX CAN FORM 
PRUSSIC ACID WHEN EXPOSED 
TO FROST SO DO NOT GRAZE 
HORSES ON THIS MIX

GERMINATION ORIGIN
OR90%

90%
90%

85% +5% HARD SEED 
85% +5% HARD SEED 
85% +5% HARD SEED 

VARIETY NOT STATED
TEST DATE

SEEL BY

OR

OR
OR

WA
FRANCE

Seed TEST REsults
Kind ........................................................
Variety ....................................................
Class........................................................
% Pure Seed............................................
% Inert Matter ........................................
% Other Crop ........................................
% Weed Seed ........................................
No./lb Noxious Weeds ............................
Nox. Weed Kinds ....................................
Date of Test ............................................

Lot No ....................................................
Net Wt. (lbs)............................................
Origin ....................................................
Product Year............................................
% Germination........................................
% Dormant Seed ....................................
% Germ & Dor. Seed................................
% TZ............................ P.L.S ................
Lbs. P.L.S/Bag ....................................
Lbs. Net Wt./Lbs P.L.S ........................

Crabgrass SL722
25

OK
2022

81

81
77.7

19.4
1.28

0

Certi�ed
96.0

4.0
0
0

0
0

12/5/2024

Quick-N-Big Spreader 19 (PVP)

A

D
E F

B C

Seed Company, LLC

PURE SEED 95.00% 
INERT MATTER 03.00%
OTHER CROP  01.00%
WEED SEED 01.00%
 
 

GERM 80.00% 
HARD SEED 00.00%
DORMANT  00.00%
TOTAL GERM 80.00%
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Figure 1. Common Seed Tags. Images A and B are common annual winter forages (rye, wheat, etc.) Image C is an example of a  
cool-season perennial grass seed tag. Image D is an example of a summer annual forage seed tag. Image E is an example of a  

warm-season perennial grass seed tag. Image F is an example of a multispecies mixes seed tag. 



•	 Seed coatings have been used for a suite of forage 
crops to improve flow through drills, provide starter 
fertilizer, and carry pesticides and fungicides. When 
deciding between coated and uncoated seed, farmers 
should identify which coatings may be beneficial. 
Insect and fungal pressure will be lower in a conven-
tional seedbed than in a no-till planting. Legumes 
might have rhizobial inoculant coatings to guarantee 
that they can engage in symbiotic nitrogen fixation. 
This inoculant is often ideal when a certain legume 
has not been grown in a field for a few years. 

Adjusting Seeding Rates

	 Seed tag information can also be used to 
adjust seeding rates. Most forage crop seed in 
Arkansas can be planted at recommended rates 
straight from the bag. Please consult FSA2139, 
General Traits of Forage Grasses Grown in 
Arkansas, and FSA3137, Annual and Perennial 
Clovers in Arkansas, for seeding rates of common 
forage grasses and clovers, as well as other 
forage fact sheets available at the local county 
extension office. However, low germination rates 
(<75%) or impure seed lots will require higher 
seeding rates to get suitable stands. Seeding 
rates can be adjusted using a pure live seed  
calculation.  

% Pure live seed (PLS) = % Purity x % 
Germination 

	 To adjust the seeding rate, divide the recom-
mended seeding rate by the % Pure Live Seed 
to get a new seeding rate. Adjusted rates are 
always higher than the recommended seeding 
rate. 

Example:

100 lb/acre recommended seeding rate for wheat 
95% pure seed and 80% germination 
76% Pure live seed 
100/76% = 132 lb/acre adjusted seeding rate

This same calculation can be used to evaluate 
different seed lots for cost.

Calibrating Drills and Broadcast Seeders

	 Determining how much bulk seed is needed 
to meet germination needs is important for cal-
ibrating drills and broadcast seeders. Seeding 
rates in Arkansas are in bulk rates for most 
forages, but these bulk rates assume that seed 

germination is 85% or greater. Please refer to 
FSA3111, Calibrating Drills and Broadcast 
Planters for Small-seeded Forages, for more 
information on getting a chosen seed planted in 
the field. 

Additional Information and 
Considerations from the Seed Tag  
	 Seed tags can be used to identify whether 
older seed varieties are being blended into mix-
tures, as sometimes happens with food plot 
seed. VNS seed can have variable performance, 
but some older varietal names may not guar-
antee that the seed inside is actually from that 
variety. Trade name varieties include ‘Marshall’ 
and ‘Gulf ’ annual ryegrass, ‘Kentucky-31’ tall 
fescue, and ‘Dixie’ crimson clover. Seed certifica-
tion seeks to unambiguously provide a certain 
variety.  

	 Tag color indicates whether seed is certified 
or not. Blue seed tags generally indicate that 
seed is certified, either by a state government 
or public agency. Seed certification tracks the 
provenance of seed from breeder seed to the 
regular market. This process often sets stan-
dards for keeping seed clean. Certified seed will 
have passed through more regulatory scrutiny 
than most commercial seed. For many perennial 
forage crops, certified seed is preferred.  

Gathering a Seed Sample

	 Before planting seed, gather a sample of all 
the seed loaded into the broadcast spreader or 
drill. Place this seed in a heavy-duty plastic 
freezer bag and store in a refrigerator or cool, 
dry place and maintain the seed tag. This 
sample will be useful in troubleshooting  

Figure 2. An example of a certified seed tag.



potential issues with the seed should the stand 
fail to germinate. A 0.5-1 lb sample is sufficient 
for most forage crops. Please consult FSA3149, 
How to Conduct a Seed Germination Test at 
Home, should there be a concern with seed 
quality, or if seed is carried over from one year  
to the next. 

	 Seed is a unique agricultural product that 
is often poorly handled between purchase and 
planting. After identifying the best seed for 
a planting, that seed should be acquired and 
planted in a timely manner. 

​
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