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Feature

The germination rate is crucial to the success of 

establishing forage crops. The purpose of seed 

testing was to minimise the risk of poor seedling 

emergence by assessing the quality of seed before 

it is sown.  Seed testing requires a high degree of 

accuracy and reproducibility, and it is important that 

standardised methods designed to produce the 

same results universally (within an acceptable range) 

are applied.  In South Africa, seed quality is ensured 

through routine seed testing conducted at seed 

testing laboratories registered in terms of the Plant 

Improvement Act (PIA), Act No. 53 of 1976, in accor-

dance with the rules as specified by the International 

Seed Testing Association (ISTA).

Certain seed kinds are more difficult to test 

than others. Some of the tropical and sub-tropical 

grasses fall within this group.  The so called “super 

chaffy grasses” which include Rhodes Grass (Chloris 

gayana Kunth), Smuts Finger Grass (Digitaria eriantha 

Steud.) and White Buffalo Grass (Panicum maximum 

Jacq.) have long been problematic with regard to 

the application of seed testing methods, e.g. the de-

tection of a “seed” (caryopsis) in the “flower parts” 

(spikelet or floret) is problematic in the physical purity 

analysis.  Determining the germination capacity is in 

turn also challenging as empty, sterile, immature and 

dormant units can be present.

In recent years, ISTA has amended the definition 

of “pure seed” in order to simplify the seed testing 

procedure and to achieve more consistent results 

between different seed analysis laboratories.  Seed 

purity is expressed as a percentage by weight once 

the composition of the sample is determined. This 

analysis also identifies the various species of seed 

and the inert material making up the sample.  The 

purity requirement (the maximum percentage of inert 

matter any sample may contain) has now been ad-

justed as “empty units” are no longer regarded as 

inert matter and included in the pure seed compo-

nent.  The amendment in the purity analysis has also 

had an effect in the way in which germination capac-

ity is expressed.  All units are planted, irrespective 

of the presence of a “seed”. Rhodes grass has been 

tested in this manner for many years already, so the 

changes in the purity requirement as well as the ger-

mination capacity affect only Smuts Finger Grass 

and White Buffalo Grass.

The following table draws a comparison between 

the current, amended requirements outlined in the 

Plant Improvement Act and the previous standards:

Seed testing - The Chaffy Grasses

P STRAUSS, C S DANNHAUSER, W VAN PLETSEN AND W D VENTER

South African National Seed Organisation, Lynnwood Ridge, South Africa
Email: seedcert@sansor.co.za

The minimum quality required before seed may be 

sold to South African farmers is essentially the same 

as the new amended standards which are based on 

seed lots that were tested by both the new as well 

as the previous methods. Farmers are advised to 

purchase seed from registered seed companies to 

ensure that it has been tested by a licensed labora-

tory.
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Digitaria 

eriantha
8.0 50 15 40

Panicum 

maximum
2.5 50 10 20
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