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Purpose 

Phytosanitary certification for seeds requires special procedures to ensure adequate official 
sampling. For information on seed sampling, see the following resources: 

• International Seed Testing Association (ISTA). ISTA Rules Chapter 2: Sampling. 
https://www.seedtest.org/en/publications/international-rules-seed-testing.html 

• Association of Americas Seed Control Officials (AASCO). Handbook on Seed Sampling. 
https://www.seedcontrol.org/seed_sampling_handbook.html 

 
Documentation Requirements 

Official samples must be accompanied by documentation that includes lot identification, 
sampling method, and sampler identification. Documentation must also include total 
weight, number, type of containers, number of primary samples taken, and final weight of 
the composite sample. It should also indicate the name of the sampler/organization, date, 
and any other supporting information. 
 

Equipment Needed to Sample Seed 
To collect the seed samples, ensure you have the equipment listed below: 

• Respirator or face mask (to avoid breathing pesticide if the seed is treated) 
• Cloth (something the length of the trier to empty subsamples onto) 
• Container (must hold at least a quart of seed) 
• Knife 
• Marking pen 
• Protective gloves (to prevent skin exposure when sampling dusted seed) 
• Tape (to reseal opened containers) 
• Trier 

 
Seed Sampling Step by Step Guide 
 

NOTICE 

• Seed sampling can never be done by an applicant unless the applicant is accredited 
under NSHS for official seed sampling. Seed that has already been pelleted, 
encapsulated, or embedded cannot be sampled or inspected.  Seeds cannot be 
certified based only on the fact that they have been treated and/or vacuum packed.  

Appropriate seed sampling and inspection must always be conducted. Follow these steps to 
collect a seed sample: 
Step 1: Determine sample size 
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Table 1: Amount of Seed to Collect from Each Lot1 

If the seed is in: And the seed is classified as: Then: 

Bags or bulk Agricultural (refer to the list of 
agricultural seed in 7 CFR 361.1) 1. COLLECT 1 quart of seed 

2. CONTINUE to Step 2: Compute 
how many subsamples to draw 

Vegetable (refer to the list of 
agricultural seed in 7 CFR 361.1) 

1. COLLECT 1 pint of seed2 

2. CONTINUE to Step 2: Compute 
how many subsamples to draw 

Other (not included in either of the 
above lists) 

Small packets or hermetically sealed 
containers (5 pounds or less) 🡒🡒 1. COLLECT ¼ pint of seed3 

2. CONTINUE to Step 2: Compute 
how many subsamples to draw 

 
Step 2: Compute how many subsamples to draw 
Once you determine your sample size, you must then calculate how many subsamples to 
draw to ensure a representative sample. 

 

To compute how many subsamples to draw, you need to determine how the seed is packaged: 
Table 2: Computing Number of Subsamples Based on Seed Packaging 

If the seed is in: Then: 

Bags or other nonhermetically sealed containers Compute subsample using Step 2A and Table 3 

Bulk Compute subsample using Step 2B and Table 3 

A. Seed in bags or other non-hermetically sealed packages 
If the seed is packaged in bags, refer to Table 3 to compute how many subsamples to 
draw. If the number of subsamples you draw does not provide enough seed for an adequate 
sample, draw the additional seed you need. Refer to Step 3.  

B. Bulk Seed 
If the seed is being shipped in bulk (unpackaged or loose), use the calculation and table 3 
below to compute how many subsamples to draw. 

 
1 If two or more different agricultural or vegetable seeds are mixed in a bag or in bulk, treat as one lot for sampling purposes. 
2 If the lot consists of 5 pounds or less, collect 1/4 pint of seed. 
3 When the lot of seed to be sampled is comprised of seed in small containers or individual packets that cannot practically be 
sampled, submit enough of the entire unopened containers or packets to supply a sample that meets the minimum size 
requirements of the classification of that type of seed. If the lot of seed itself is less than 1/4 pint, randomly inspect a minimum of 2% 
of the entire lot. 

When sampling seed, return the excess seed to its original container after you have completed your 
sampling. Never mix seed from different lots before returning your samples. Be careful not to spill 
seed. 

NOTICE 
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1. Determine the weight of the lot in pounds. 
2. Divide the weight of the lot by 100. 
3. Take the result obtained by your division (consider this figure as the “equivalent 

number of bags”) and go back to Step 2B to determine how many subsamples to 
draw. Refer to the example below. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Refer to Step 3. 
 

Table 3: Determining How Many Subsamples to Draw from Seed in Bags 
If the number of bags or 
packages in the shipment 
is: 

Then draw this many 
subsamples to make your 
sample: 

If the number of bags or 
packages in the shipment 
is: 

Then draw this many 
subsamples to make your 
sample: 

1-6 5 125-134 18 

7-14 6 135-144 19 

15-24 7 145-154 20 

25-34 8 155-164 21 

35-44 9 165-174 22 

45-54 10 175-184 23 

55-64 11 185-194 24 

65-74 12 195-204 25 

75-84 13 205-214 26 

85-94 14 215-224 27 

95-104 15 225-234 28 

105-114 16 235-244 29 

115-124 17 245 or more 30 

Do not sample more than 30 bags per lot. If there are fewer than 5 bags in the lot, you must 
still draw 5 subsamples. 

 
Step 3: Draw the subsample 

1. Check the label or invoice to learn if the seed was treated. If the seed is brightly 
colored (blue, orange, or pink are common), assume it was treated regardless of 
what the label says. 

How many subsamples would you draw from a 2,000 lb. bulk shipment of oats? 

Treat the shipment as a single lot: 

1. The weight of the lot is 2,000 pounds. 
2. 2,000 ÷ 100 = 20 (the equivalent number of bags). 
3. 20 falls between 15 and 24 on the matrix—which directs you to draw 7 subsamples. 
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2. Determine if the seed is coated, pelleted, or embedded (anything that would make it 
impracticable to inspect the seed or tell what it is). Do not certify obscured seeds 
unless you can inspect the seeds before treatment and still meet the required time 
limits (an option would be to inspect the non-pelleted portion of the same lot of seed 
and issue an export certificate based on those results). This would not include seed 
that is merely dusted or coated with ingredients such as rhizobia, dyes, or 
pesticides. You can inspect treated seeds because the seeds are visible through the 
chemical substance. 

3. Draw your subsamples randomly. If sampling a bulk shipment, draw your 
subsamples at equal intervals throughout the shipment. 

4. If you’re sampling a single bag, do not make more than a single hole with the trier; 
merely move the trier in different directions to collect the seed. 

5. Insert the trier (with the holes down and closed) into the seed. It is better to enter 
the bag near its top to prevent spillage. If the seed is too large, does not flow 
freely, or the trier cannot penetrate the container, sample by hand. 

6. Rotate the inner sleeve of the trier to open the holes. 
7. Lightly move the trier back and forth to get the seed into the trier. 
8. Rotate the inner sleeve of the trier to close the holes. 
9. Remove the trier from the bag or bulk seed. 
10. Close the holes in the bag made by the trier. If a burlap or cloth bag, close the 

hole by moving the tip of the trier over the weave. If a paper bag, close the hole 
with a pressure- sensitive label or masking tape. 

11. Combine the seed in a plastic bag or other container large enough to hold 
all the subsamples. 

12. Mix the seed thoroughly to blend the subsamples. Collect enough seed to have a 
sufficient amount to analyze 

13. If the seed is treated, wipe off the trier and then wash your hands, face, and arms 
with soap and water. 

14. After collecting the sample, refer to Step 4. 
 
Step 4: Inspect the sample 

Visually inspect the sample that was collected following guidance in the Export Program 
Manual. Look for live pests, pathogens, plant debris, soil, weed seeds, etc. In addition to a 
visual inspection, the importing country may specify that pest freedom be determined by 
additional measures such as laboratory testing, field inspection, and treatment.  

• When inspecting small lots of seed, pour seeds from packets onto white or dark 
colored paper (contrasting the color/type of seed). This technique is a common way 

If you know or believe the seed is treated, take these precautions: 

• Avoid wiping your mouth or nose with your hands 
• Use plastic gloves and a dust mask 
• Wear eye protection 
• Wear protective coveralls 

 CAUTION 
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to spot contaminants. 
• Inspect one packet at a time so others aren’t contaminated and proper amounts are 

returned to packets. 

• Refer to Table 4 to determine the correct action to take based on the inspection. If 
the foreign country has specific seed testing requirements, refer to Step 5: Submit 
the sample. 

Table 4: Inspecting the Sample 

If you find: And: Then: 

No evidence of live pests, pathogens, 
plant debris, soil, weed seeds, etc. 🡒🡒 ISSUE PPQ Form 577 or 579 

Evidence of live pests, pathogens, 
plant debris, soil, weed seeds, etc.4  

A method of cleaning or treating the 
seed is available and acceptable to 
the applicant and the foreign country 

1. OFFER the applicant the option to 
recondition the seed 

2. REINSPECT the sample 

No method of cleaning or treating the 
seed is available or acceptable to the 
applicant and the foreign country 

1. REFUSE to issue PPQ Form 577 
or 579 

2. EXIT this manual 
 
 

NOTICE 

Samples from commercial lots of seed may be extremely valuable. Return all samples to the 
applicant, being careful to note the lot numbers so that they may be returned to the original seed lot 
from which they were obtained. 

Step 5: Submit the sample 
If the foreign country has specific seed testing requirements, submit the seed sample to an 
accredited facility for testing. Federal laboratories, State laboratories, university 
laboratories, and companies accredited under the National Seed Health System may test 
seed.   

• Seed must be sampled and inspected prior to encapsulation (pelleted seed) or 
embedding into other media (e.g., seed mats). 

• Should the seed be treated with fungicide or pelletized after the laboratory 
analysis or test, the increase in weight must match the amount of product 
applied to the seed. 

• Some laboratory analyses cannot be conducted on treated seeds. The ACO must 
check with the laboratory first before submitting a sample(s). 

• The lot number cannot change after the laboratory analysis or test has taken place. 
• Accredited entities are authorized only to perform those specific phytosanitary 

functions for which accreditation is held and listed and does not negate the need for 
a phytosanitary inspection. 

Requirements for laboratory testing must be met prior to the seeds being treated except in 
the following cases: 

 
4 You may offer the applicant the option of getting contaminants and pests identified instead of proceeding directly to 
cleaning or treating the seed. 
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• Fungicide- or insecticide-treated corn seed (Zea mays) may be tested using 
ELISA technique to detect Stewart’s bacterial wilt (Pantoea stewartii) 

• Laboratory testing for Claviceps africana which must include a structural 
examination at 10x or greater magnification 

 

 
 
 

 


