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Understanding Vegetable Seeds 

Heirloom, Hybrid, Open-Pollinated, Organic, GMO - What’s the Difference? 

 

Heirloom or Heritage Seeds  

• Those that have been in cultivation for at least 50 years and have been passed down from generation to generation. 

• Usually open-pollinated seeds.  They are not genetically modified or hybrid.   

• Based on the principle of "survival of the fittest", these seeds are often considered the hardiest and best for a particular 

region - as long as you buy regional heirloom seeds.  For example, buy Manitoba or Saskatchewan heirloom seeds for best 

results here on the prairies because these are the seeds that have survived our conditions. Buying BC heirloom tomatoes 

wouldn't be an ideal choice for Manitoba. 

• Give you the opportunity to save seeds for next year. 

• The shape and size of heirloom veggies may not meet grocery store standards (not necessarily a bad thing!). 

• Labelled as "Heirloom" and may sell at a higher price point. 

 

Hybrid Seeds 

• Developed by controlled cross-pollination of different varieties to get specific qualities in the resulting plant - ie the kind of 

stuff Charles Darwin did.  For example different varieties are pollinated for sweetness in corn, size uniformity in tomatoes, 

colour in flowers, disease resistance in peas, etc. 

• Said to offer bigger yields, more uniform veggies, longer shelf life and greater disease resistance (at least for that disease it 

was bred to resist). 

• Seed produced from these veggies may be sterile.  If seeds do grow, the results will not be the same as the parent and will 

likely be sub-standard.  Therefore, to get the same qualities year after year, you have to buy a new seed pack every year. 

• Hybrid seeds gives those that bred them proprietary ownership - ie royalties. 

• Typically labelled as "Hybrid" or "F1". 

 

Open Pollinated Seeds 

• From plants that were pollinated freely by insects, birds, wind or other random, natural mechanisms.  

• Uncontrolled, open pollinating will produce new generations of those plants.  Each generation will adapt slightly to the 

conditions facing them.  This helps improve biodiversity and practices the principles of survival of the fittest. 

• Seeds can be saved and will produce very similar results the following year. 

• Seed packs not labelled as a Hybrid, F1 are likely open-pollinated.  Heirloom seeds are typically open-pollinated. 

• If you are planning on saving seed, open-pollinated seeds are a good bet.  However, be aware of the potential of cross-

pollination for vegetables such as corn, cucumbers, and squash.  If different varieties are planted too closely together, they 

will cross-pollinate and next year's crop will be different than the parent plant. 

 

Organic Seeds 

• Certified organic seeds are those that come from plants (either hybrid, heirloom or open-pollinated plants) that were grown 

according to organic standards.  In other words, no synthetic fertilizers, pesticides or herbicides used in their production. 

• All the pros and cons of heirloom, hybrid or open-pollinated seeds grown in the most natural way possible. 

 

GM (Genetically Modified) or Genetically Engineered (GE) Seeds 

• GM or GE seeds have had their genetic makeup changed by human intervention through gene splicing or transferring.  GM 

varieties can include genes from several species. 

• GM technology is hotly debated – is it a science that will solve world hunger and water shortages or is it a science that is 

unethical and may cause health concerns?  

• At this time, there are very few, if any, vegetable garden seeds on the market that are GM.  Although, there are some seed 

companies that are owned by companies that make GM seed for large scale growers. 

• There are currently no rules about labeling food or vegetable seeds as genetically modified.  If you prefer seeds that are not 

GM seeds, buy from retailers that sell only heirloom, open-pollinated or organic seeds. 


