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Requesting Seed from Government Seed Banks 

Most government run seed banks will provide you with seeds in their collections, provided they have enough for 
distribution and the seeds aren't readily available to purchase (so they avoid competing with seed companies). The best 
thing about obtaining seeds this way is that you know its pure seed, and the varieties are quite often extremely scarce 
because they've been out of circulation through commercial means for so long. 

Each gene bank will have different rules for distribution.  For example, Plant Gene Resources Canada will provide seed to 
any Canadian requesting them as long as they have some for distribution.  However, the US National Plant Germplasm 
System will only send for research and education purposes – they won’t send to home gardeners.  Some countries will 
only send to residents to that country, while others will send to anybody in the world. I highly recommend contacting 
your home government seed bank to find out their regulations – they’ll be more than happy to answer your questions. 

This little tutorial is going to be using Plant Gene Resources Canada (PGRC) – the Canadian run gene bank – as its 
example; however the steps are similar for the US gene bank, called the National Plant Germplasm System (NPGS). 

 

Step One 

Like most government websites, they aren't really intuitive to navigate, so you have to do a bit of poking around. Look for 
the section that says something along the line of “search” or “taxonomic search” or “simple search”. 

All seed banks are set up using accession numbers to keep track of their stock - this is a unique identifying number 
associated with a specific seed sample. However, you have no idea what that number is until you can find the sample 
you're looking for. To get right to this search on the PGRC click here: http://pgrc3.agr.gc.ca/tax/search-recherche_e.html. 
On the NPGS of the USA, click here: https://npgsweb.ars-grin.gov/gringlobal/taxon/taxonomysimple.aspx 
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You can be highly specific with these searches, looking for a common name, species name, or variety name. Play around 
with it a bit until you find what you're looking for. 
 
If you're looking for a common name (ie. “Tomato”), the search will probably come up with a list, showing a few species 
(most likely old invalid genus and species and the new correct ones), along with how many accessions are associated with 
that species (these are all the samples they have). Click on the one you’re looking for. 
 

 
 
 
You’ll then be taken to a page that lists the more detailed information for the species, and there you’ll find a link to all the 
accessions within that species.  Click on it. 
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Step Two 
 
You'll be taken to the next page, which will be a big long list of all the varieties they have stored for that species. Isn't that 
fantastic? Many varieties will be available through commercial sellers – don't bother requesting those, because if they’re 
easily commercially available the seed bank probably won’t send them to you (what's the fun of that anyway?).  For 
example, if you request Tomato 'Morden' you most likely won’t get it because it's readily available by several commercial 
sellers. 
 
Here's where you'll probably spend a few hours (days, weeks...) looking through what they have. Click on the accession 
numbers beside the varieties to be taken to pages with information on the varieties. In most instances this will give you 
where the seed is kept (if there are a few different sites in the country, like there is in Canada), what year it was received, 
where they received the seed from, if it's available for distribution, as well as a handy link to observations on the variety.  
Some varieties unfortunately don’t have observations, or may be more complete than others, but it can be a great 
starting point. 
 
If it sounds like a variety you want, copy down that accession number. That will be the ticket to get you those seeds. If 
you send them a list with just a variety name, they won't be able to help you. Remember, these banks have millions of 
germplasm samples kept in their banks, giving them a variety and a common name only won't help them locate the seed 
that you want. 
 

 
 
 
Step Three 
 
So you've copied down all your numbers and you know what you want to request. The next part is really easy. All you 
need to do now is find the “order germplasm” link on the website. 
 
For PGRC it's here: http://pgrc3.agr.gc.ca/order-ordre_e.html 
For NPGS it's here: http://www.ars-grin.gov/npgs/orders.html 
 
If you need to ask any questions before you fire off your request, in Canada you'll be talking to Dallas Kessler, Seed 
Exchange Technician: Dallas.Kessler@AGR.GC.CA 
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In the US the direct email is here: orders@ars-grin.gov 
 
If you are having trouble with the request form, you can simply email your orders to either of these email addresses 
(depending on who you're requesting seeds from). Remember to include that accession number (along with variety name 
just to make it easy). 
 
 
 
Step Four 
 
You’re not quite done yet. Many countries have signed a treaty with the FAO called The International Treaty on Plant 
Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. In order to receive seeds – in the very least from Canada, and I assume it's 
the same with the USA – you also must sign this treaty. 
 
You can read a full copy of the treaty here: http://pgrc3.agr.gc.ca/itpgrfa/smta_e.html 
 
The long and short of it is, you're agreeing to not use the seeds for anything other than agricultural purposes (ie. 
pharmaseutical), you are agreeing not to patent the seed, and if you'll be conserving the seed, you do so under the 
stipulation of offering back out to others. There are some more addendums and clauses and whatnots, so be sure to give 
it a good read-through. You're not signing up to anything weird, but it's always good to know what you're putting your 
name to when signing an international treaty. 
 
That's it, you're done! The seed bank will send you the seed, you grow it out, and if you love it, maybe re-offer it to some 
other people the next year. You get the warm fuzzies for helping preserve a variety that's almost extinct, and perhaps 
you’ve found your new favourite variety.  
 
I’ve obtained several varieties I’ve absolutely loved from PGRC – Tomato ‘Platillo’ is at the top of the list, along with 
Tomato ‘Novocserkaszkij’ and Tomato ‘Saint Pierre’. 
 
If you’re interested in cataloguing and making observations about your new varieties check out this observation sheet my 
volunteer growers and I use to make growth notes throughout the growing season. 
 
One additional tip 
 
If you’re looking for some specific qualities, check out this list.  It’s a comprehensive list of all crops stored with PGRC.  
You can search by plant type, and search by chosen observations.  So if you want a yellow tomato that’s early season and 
also resistant to late blight, you can enter all those search terms and see what PGRC has in their stock.  
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