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· Seed Lending Library 

·         Toolkit

·                    by Rebecca Newburn
   Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library     
·                 RichmondGrowsSeeds.org      
·               RichmondGrows@gmail.com

· Introduction: Seed Lending Libraries, an Idea Whose Time has Come

· Section One: Getting Started

· Initiating Group

· Locations

· Membership

· Seeds

· Organization system

· Section Two: Launching Your Library
· Soliciting members and allies

· Tracking seeds and members

· Orientations

· Promoting 

· Expectations of members

· Section Three: Maintaining Your Library
· Work Parties

· Allies

· Keeping the flow of seeds

· Funds

· Section Four: Educating Folks
· Brochures

· On-line resources

· Printed resources

· Classes

· Videos

· Mentoring programs

· Section Five: Keeping Healthy Collections
· Storage in the library and at home

· Germination tests

· Vetting seeds 

· Grow out programs

· Connecting people to land

· Challenges and opportunities: Urban and Rural

· Section Six: Expanding Projects
· Dye Plants

· Community Seed Gardens

· Outreach to Schools

· Why do you want to create a library? Some reasons:

· preserving genetic diversity

· local resilience

· creating community

· thrift

· encouraging gardening

· educating people about seed saving

· opposed to genetically modified foods (food sovereignty)

· social justice



While having a sense of why you want to start a seed lending library is important, don’t worry too much about it. There may be a number of reasons or different people may have different motivations for being involved. The reasons for starting a seed library may inform or guide some of the choices you make so it’s helpful to understand your motivations, but don’t get too stuck on formalizing all the reasons.  

· When starting a seed library, keep in mind that you want your library to run for years and hopefully with a minimum amount of input in terms of labor and costs. Start small and build upon your successes. Not everything needs to happen right now. Your first year you may want to focus on getting the physical space open and building a community of members. Education on gardening or seed saving are things you can include once the fundamentals are in place. Consider creating systems that will be self-managing or that are outlined so that the duties and responsibilities can easily be transferred to another person if necessary.
· Initiating Group
· Who is going to help you?
· Are there some organizations that you can partner with? If so, who will be responsible for what aspects of the library?
· Are there any local seed saving groups?
· Is there a university nearby with a horticulture department? Are there students or faculty who can be of support (ex. saving seeds, getting the library launched, teaching classes)?


We live in a time where it’s essential to have a strong webs of support. Connect with some natural allies to let them know about your project and see if there are ways that they would like to get involved. Here are a few groups you may want to reach out to:

· Local garden club
· Master gardeners/Cooperative Extension Office
· Permaculture guild
· Transition town initiative
· Local sustainability group
· Local seed savers group
· Horticulture department
· Library or community space holders
· Locations

· What is your primary intention for the seed library? Social justice? Food security? Getting people to garden? Seed saving? Genetic preservation?
· Do you want it to be open to the general public? 
· Will it require someone to be present when it’s open?
· Do you want someone checking out seeds to make sure you know where the seeds are going?
· Is there a cost associated with, or other requirement of, using the space?
· Seed lending libraries are located in a variety of places. Pick a location that works for your group and is in alignment with your purpose. Consider the pros and cons of different locations. For example, if you locate your seed lending library in a public library you will be able to reach a large and diverse population, but the collection is more open with little to no monitoring because it’s on an honor system – unless your collection is connected to the public library card.
· Some places that seed libraries are located:

· 1.  Public libraries: Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library (Richmond, CA), Alameda Free Library (Alameda, CA), Cesar Chavez Seed Library (Oakland, CA), Westcliffe Seed Lending Library (Westcliffe, CO), East Palo Alto Seed Library (East Palo Alto, CA), Seed Library of Pima County Public Library (Tucson, AZ)
· 2.  Place of worship: West County Community Seed Exchange (Sebastopol, CA)
· 3.  Museum or Historical Society: Santa Cruz Grows Seed Lending Library (Santa Cruz, CA), Hull-House Seed Library (Chicago, IL), Chesterfield Historical Society of Virginia Heirloom Seed Exchange (Chesterfield, VA)
· 4.  Community Garden: SLOLA (Los Angeles, CA)
· 5.  Store: Native Seed/SEARCH Seed Library (Tucson, AZ)
· 6.  Private home: Chicago Seed Library (Chicago, IL)
· 7.  Land Trust: Lopez Community Land Trust (Lopez Island, WA)
· 8.  Schools:  Demeter Seed Saving Consortium (UC Santa Cruz, CA), Hall Middle Seed Lending Library (Larkspur, CA)
· 9.  Ecology Center: BASIL (Berkeley, CA)
· 10.  Cooperative Extension Offices: Sylva Sprouts Seed Lending Library (Sylva, NC)
· 11. Private libraries: Growing Ester's Biodiversity Program (Ester, AK)
· 12.  Suitcases or portable: Seedfolks (Oakland, CA), Pocket Seed Library (San Francisco, CA)
· 13.  Guest House Olympia Seed Exchange (Olympia, WA)
· Membership

· Will your seed library be free or will you charge a membership fee?
· If you charge a membership fee, will it be an annual or a lifetime membership? What will the cost of membership be?
· Will there be requirements to be a member (ex. open to public, must be a member of an organization, must live in a certain geographic region)?
· Are there expectations of members (ex. volunteering to maintain library, growing out seeds, attending meetings)?
· How will you track membership?
· How will you track how members want to get involved?

· Basic membership structures:

· 1.  Free and open to the public* 
· All seed lending libraries in public libraries offer seeds from their collection for free. Some have requested limits, such as only take 2-3 seeds per plant that you intend to grow this season. Most are open to anyone in the community. The Seed Library of Pima County Public Library usage is connected to the public library card. 
· 2.  Yearly membership

· A yearly membership fee is assessed in the form of cash, cash/volunteer or cash/volunteer/seeds. $5-10 is a typical membership fee. 
· Ex. Chesterfield $5, Growing Ester’s Biodiversity Program $5 min. (pay-what-you-will), Grow Gainsville $10 ($15 for community/school gardens)
· 3.  Lifetime or One-time membership fee
Ex. SLOLA $10, $5 suggested donation SPROUT

· * Some libraries have donation boxes. This method wouldn’t work in most public libraries, but some of the seed lending libraries in private spaces have successfully used donation boxes to get additional funding, for example, Santa Cruz Grows Seed Lending Library and BASIL in the Berkeley Ecology Center. At the seed library in the museum in Santa Cruz, people can leave donations at the reception desk. At their public library, they have a lock boxed bolted to the side of the cabinet. As for BASIL, they have a jar above the cabinet. Typically, there are several employees at the Ecology Center and the seed library is right in front of the cashier’s desk.
· Tracking members

· Some libraries have people fill out membership forms, others don’t. While others are connected to public library cards or other group membership. If you want to collect information consider the reasons why you might want to gather it and for what purpose(s). Some reasons to collect information is to find out who has different skills in your community (ex. marketing, fundraising, seed saving, database, web development) and who is available to volunteer. Membership information can also be valuable when applying for grants, including what organizations are utilizing your collection. Some membership forms are done on paper and others are connected to a database.
· Membership forms

· Here are some membership forms from different libraries:
· 1.  SLOLA – on-line registration at slola.org
· 2.  Chesterfield – forms available to print from on-line at http://chesterfieldhistory.com/HTML/Seeds.html.
· 3.  Richmond Grows –  originally on-line with a binder as a paper back-up, but someone kept unplugging their computer so they now primarily do a paper form. Binder has A-Z labels and are alphabetized by last name. At work parties we enter the new members into an Excel spreadsheet and put a check next to their name so we know we’ve entered them. The list is uploaded to Constant Contact and volunteers are tagged by group in our Gmail account so we can send out special announcements for work parties specifically to interested people. The database is open source and downloadable on the “Create a library page” at RichmondGrowsSeeds.org site. 
· 
Seeding Your Library

· Before you start you may want to identify what type of seeds you will include in your collection and if those are requirements or preferences. 
· Will you accept commercial donations?
· What will you do with hybrid seeds if a company or member brings them in?
· What is your policy/preference on people growing out the seeds they “borrow”? Are you encouraging organic growing? If so, are they labeling the returned seeds as “organically grown.”
· Are there specific types (ex. vegetables or families of vegetables) of seeds you are interested in getting donated?
· Many seed libraries start with commercial seed donations. These can be from a variety of sources. You can contact seed companies or local nurseries at the end of a season. Approach companies who have more similar values to your seed library. You can also approach growers. If you can find local growers, then you may get the added benefit of seeds that are more bioregionally-adapted. 
· When requesting seeds, specify that you don’t want hybrid or genetically-modified seeds. It’s more important to get the seed diversity in our community than to refuse seeds that aren’t grown organically. You can always get your members to grow out their seeds organically. You may also want to specify if you are more interested in vegetables. In particular, you may want to ask for things that are harder to save seeds reliably in urban lots due to cross-pollination or small populations. Specifically, urban seed libraries may want to request brassicas and cucurbits. Realize though, that even though you may ask for specific things, you’re most likely to get whatever they have in excess.
· At the end of the year, and also at the end of the season, seed companies need to get rid of stock from that year. They are often willing to donate larger quantities or more regularly if you have non-profit status.
· Helpful hints:

· Make a spreadsheet of seed companies that you request donations from. Include the name of the company, address, a contact within the company (if you have one), dates that you sent request letters and if you received donations or not. 
·  Save your request letters and seed company spreadsheet in a Google doc or shared space on the web so that you can easily transfer this task to others.
· The organization of your seeds in part will depend on the size of your collection. A general strategy is that the collection is divided into vegetables, ornamentals (flowers) and herbs. Many seed libraries also inform members about seed saving level of difficulty.

· Small collections

· Alphabetical

· OR

· First level: vegetables, herbs, flowers

· Second level: alphabetical

· Larger collections

· First level: vegetable, herbs, flowers

· Second level: organize vegetables by families (= seed saving levels) and organize flowers alphabetically by common varieties

· Third level: organize varieties within categories alphabetically

· BASIL had drawers but when people had large donations these went onto a shelf with general categories. 


Things to consider when creating a check out system:

· How will the size of your collection impact how much you will let individual households borrow? 

· Will you put a limit on the number of varieties or quantities that you let people borrow?

· Can people borrow anything from the collection or only things they intend to return and can save properly? 

· How will you track what is borrowed? 

· Different check out policies

Seed Saving

1. People are not expected to return seeds to library: East Palo Alto Seed Library, Olympia Seed Exchange, Hull-House Seed Library
         a.     This option is sometimes used for communities that are just first    starting a seed library and the main focus is to inform people of the resource.
         b.     Some communities that have few gardeners use the seed library as a means to get people interested in taking a risk to start a garden. Seed saving is intended as a next step after initial interest in gardening is established.
         c.      For communities where people have very small growing spaces, such as apartments, the seed saving aspect is de-emphasized in personal residence. Community spaces can be utilized for seed saving.
         d.      Some communities may want to maintain a reliable collection and rely heavily on a few local seed savers to stock the collection.


2. People can borrow anything, but they only save seeds that they know how to save properly. Members are encouraged to save “super easy” plants:  Richmond Grows, Pima County, SLOLA, Westcliffe, Santa Cruz, Native Seed/SEARCH, Growing Ester’s Biodiversity Program, West County Community Seed Exchange
This is the most common system. It encourages people to start seed saving with things that are likely to be returned “true to type.” In the process, a community can become self-reliant on some types of vegetables and also create a core of seed savers. Hopefully, some of them will venture into hand-pollination and other seed saving techniques.


· 3.        Sign out only what you know how to save properly and intend to return: Chesterfield, LCLT


Quantities
Depending on your communities situation, you may want to consider requesting that people borrow only a certain number of varieties or quantity of each seed. Some possibilities:

· 1.  Request people only take what they intend to grow this season. 

· a.  Richmond Grows’ policy is “take 2-3 seeds for every plant you intend to grow this season.

· b.  Seedfolks ask people to take a pinch of what they want.

· 2.  Limit the number of varieties in a year or season. 
· Chesterfield, for their first year, allows members to only borrow 10 varieties. Some households have had both members of a couple pay membership to maximize use of the seed library. They intend to revisit the policy in the future and adapt as needed.

· 3.  Rural communities may have many people who want to borrow large quantities.
· Westcliffe Seed Lending Library is a rural community with many farmers and other citizens who grow a significant portion of their food. They are working out a system of how much people should be allowed to borrow without depleting their stock quickly. They had a huge initial donation so it wasn’t a problem with amounts, but they are monitoring the situation to see if they need to adjust.

· Tracking Seeds

· You can spend a lot of time on tracking seeds or not. Consider is this something that you want to and can commit time and resources to over an extended period of time. 

· 1.   Paper: A binder with paper memberships is the easiest way to get started. Have a section for blank memberships or a place where people can get them. Organization A-Z tabs is an easy way for people to self-file their check out papers by last name. 

· Pros:  Super easy to do; you can always switch to a computer later once you get better established.

· Cons:  If you want member data, you need to get a volunteer to enter it. Richmond Grows only records new members data (not seeds borrowed). To keep track of whose information we’ve recorded, we put a check at the top to know if someone has been entered or not. 

· 2.  On-line: The on-line system could be a computer at the seed library or  it could be a searchable database from home.  The Seed Library of Pima County Public Library has one where people can do interlibrary loans between their branches!
· a.  Open source downloadable check out database for seed libraries available for free at http://seeddb.sourceforge.net/. Developed by Michael Borucke.

· b.  SF has an on-line database using a Google doc form.

· c.   Pima County created their own database with interlibrary loans. Pro: Super cool! Cons: Lots of work to put bar codes and enter all packets in library.

· Note: Some other libraries decided not to go this route because they thought it would trigger overdue notices and fines and went with the paper route.  

· Soliciting members and allies

Find people in your community that will support your idea. It could be with time, money, database, art work or graphics, web development or seeds.

· Possible allies:

·   A permaculture guild or transition town initiative

· ·   A local garden club 

· ·  Master gardeners 

· ·  Library or community space holders
· Check out policies

Chesterfield Heirloom Seed Exchange– first year allowing members to borrow 10 packets per season; people need to return at least twice the amount they borrowed. If the crop fails or they are unable to save them:
· a.  replace with the same variety of heirloom seeds from a commercial grower OR
· b. buy another heirloom variety
· They will access how that system works. Dues cover office supplies. 
· Richmond Grows – Borrow anything in the collection, but learn how to save things in the drawer marked “Super Easy.” Do NOT return the other seeds unless you know how to save them properly.
· SLOLA -  Grow and save seeds by “best practices.” Ask a SLOLA member if you need help.
· Orientations

· a. In-person orientation – Richmond Grows uses 2x3 ft posters that are downloadable on the “Create a library” page in English and Spanish; started with 3-4/ month; now that many know about the service we do 1-2/month during the spring and early summer.

· b.  Signage & brochures  - Many libraries have posters up explaining how to use the library and responsibility of the members. See posters of SF Seed Library and Pima County. Librarians in public libraries are also available to field questions. Native Seeds/SEARCH has docents explaining how to use the library.

· c.  Video -  Richmond Grows and BASIL have on-line orientation videos. 

· d.  Mini-orientations – Many do mini-orientations before classes or swaps.

· Expectations of members

· 1.  Check out and File own seeds – many libraries

· 2.  Save none-some-all seeds. Varies widely.

· 3.  Save “Safe Seed Pledge.” On-line at SLOLA.org.

· 4.  Follow “Seed Protocol.” On-line at westcountyseedbank.blogspot.com and RichmondGrowsSeeds.org.

· Work Parties

· Schedule regular work parties. Have a regular “To Do” list that you create with some seasonal add ons. Make it easy to follow so that others can take over the responsibility of managing work parties. Here is what Richmond Grows uses:

· Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library 

· Monthly Work Party Checklist

· Materials needed: Monthly Work Party Checklist, legal-sized envelopes, rag (to wet and seal envelopes), paper cutter, seed library stamp, ink pads, pencil sharpener, laptop computer with the membership list, Dye Plant stamp
· Before the work party:

· (
Get the materials needed – see above list – you can borrow an old laptop from Rebecca

· At the work party:

· (  
Alphabetize seeds in collection

· (
Add new seeds to collection – please stamp any dye plants before filing using the “Dye Plant” stamp and the purple colored ink pad
· (
Add additional Membership forms to the orange Membership Binder, as needed – place these forms in the front of the binder

· (
Check to make sure that the computer is working

· if the computer was down and is not showing the membership page, then turn on the computer and click on the “SeedsDB” button. The password is “seeds”. You may have to click on the little “e” at the bottom toolbar after that.

·  If the computer or monitor is down, email richmondgrows@gmail.com and please be as specific as possible about what isn’t working or the error messages you received.

· (
Stock the plastic holder with seed saving brochures. These can be found in the “Supplies” drawer

· (
Update membership list from the Membership binder:

· Open up the Excel spreadsheet for membership

· Get the orange Membership binder

· Look for member that do not have a check in the upper right-hand corner. 

· As you enter the information, please put a check mark in the upper right-hand corner.

· (
Seal legal sized envelopes and cut in half and stamp with seed library stamp

· (
Sharpen pencils

· (
Check to make sure there are the following:

· (  
several pencils - if there aren’t any, get some from the “Supplies” drawer; if the “Supplies” drawer is getting low on pencils, then email richmondgrows@gmail.com

· 
( 
extra stamped envelopes

· (
Seed Markers - if there aren’t any, get some from the “Supplies” drawer; if the “Supplies” drawer is getting low on Seed Markers, then email richmondgrows@gmail.com
· (
Time permitting, process seeds and package. If there is a large volume, make extra envelopes for sister seed libraries and place in  the “Donation Sister Seed Lending Library” box located in the glass cabinet.

· At end of work party:

· (
Email any suggestions on how to improve the library, the work party or any concerns (ex. computer issues) to richmondgrows@gmail.com. Also note if we are low on any brochures or supplies.

· (
Email number of volunteers and total number of volunteer hours logged

· Quarterly

· Materials needed: laptop, list of seed companies (can be accessed from a Richmond Grows Google doc), Dye Plant stamp, ink pad
· (
Write request for seed donations to seed companies – use form letter in Richmond Grows Google Docs

· (
Go through drawers and make sure that all dye plants are appropriately tagged – see the “Getting Started with Natural Dyes” poster for which seed packets get stamps

· Brochures

· On-line resources

· Printed resources

· Classes

· Chesterfield Heirloom Seed Exchange - current and upcoming classes

· How to Get Your Kids to Eat More Veggies, 

· How to Grow Food from Seeds 

· Organic Pest Management

· Herbs - Growing, Preserving and Using

· Canning and Preserving Your Harvest
How to Save Seeds – free to members and a fee to non-members

· Videos

· Mentoring programs

· Richmond Grows – has offered the following classes and most are downloadable on our “courses” page:

· “super easy” seeds to save

· advanced seed saving techniques

· starting seeds indoor (tomatoes, eggplants, peppers)

· absolute beginners guide to organic gardening

· natural dyes

· paper making from garden scraps

· herbal remedies from the garden

· selecting and propagating scion wood (for deciduous fruit trees)

· Storage in the library and at home

· - Main idea is to keep cool and dark.

· - Humidity is more of a killer than heat.

· - Glass and paper is best. Plastic is not okay. 

· - Seed limit: Keep the temperature (oF) + relative humidity (%) < 100.

· - Public libraries are ideal for seed storage since they are charged with maintaining documents.

· Germination tests

· Most seed libraries do not do germination tests at this point. If someone borrows seeds and has poor germination, they can write on the package “low germination” or that package can be checked. It could also be something specific the gardener did and not necessarily a low germination rate.
· Vetting seeds 

· Educating people about what seeds in the collection will come out true-to-type will be important to help people feel like they want to continue to borrow seeds. Some basic strategies:

· 1.  Encourage people to only return “super easy” plants (ex. beans, peas, lettuce, tomatoes, arugula) until the know how to save more “difficult” seeds properly.

· 2.  Explain during orientations why certain plants are labeled “difficult” and that borrowing these seeds from local growers is more risky. Many labels have “Seed source” (name of grower) on the packet. People that borrow from gardeners and have a positive experience are likely to borrow from them again. Also, people who repeatedly returned crossed seeds will need to be requested to either label seeds “crossed” or take a seed saving class on advanced techniques.

· Grow out programs

· Many communities are coming up with different solutions to how to keep a large collection and/or have some plants that may be difficult for the home gardener to save (ex. carrots or corn). One solution is to have a Grow Out or an Adopt-a-Crop program. Here are some projects:
· 1.  West County Community Seed Exchange – Has a community seed garden where they grow a lot of the seed for the exchange. They have a fairly isolated spot within a small town and are able to grow corn reliably, but also grow “super easy” plants.
· 2.  Seedfolks Seed Library – Before they opened the Cesar Chavez Library, they had a curated collection. Where they were lending out seeds to friends and seed savers to expand the size of the collection of locally grown seeds.
· 3.  BASIL and Agrariana – These 2 Berkeley-based local seed projects are collaborating on the Adopt-a-Crop program. They have things in their collection and are getting people to grow out specific things and providing the education on how to do it properly.
· 4.  Lopez Community Land Trust  (LCLT) Seed Library – LCLT has several layers of seed quality: pure, garden, gene pool (naturalized) and crossed. Some things in their collection that are pure and that they want to maintain pure will be lent out only to people who know how to save them properly and keep them pure. 
· 5.  Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library – Richmond Grows goes through any commercial donations before they are put in the collection. The particular focus is to find “super easy” plants that we can get people to grow out for us so that we have lots to share with the community. In the Grow Out Program, there are 2 levels: home gardener and urban ag. Urban ag is defined as anyone willing to donate at least 50 sq. ft to grow out seed. In the case of carrots, they are informed of the time commitment. Each participant is given seeds, growing instructions and directions on how to return them. They can also bring the seeds to a monthly work party to be processed. There is a template for each of the different crops (ex. peas, carrots, beans, lettuce) that is in the collection so that only the individual plant description needs to be entered. Richmond Grows also grows out some of its own seeds at their Community Seed Project at the Richmond Public Library. 
· Connecting people to land

· Outreach to Schools

· 1.  Fairfield Woods Seed-to-Seed Library – Teaches classes in their local elementary school and the kids go into the garden and plant from seed. They also have an “After the Bell” program to go more in depth on gardening techniques.

· Community Gardens

· See “Keeping Healthy Collections.”

· 1. West County Community Seed Exchange – Community seed garden

· 2.  Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library – Community seed garden

· 3.  Fairfield Woods Seed-to-Seed Library – Children’s garden which has become an offshoot of seed-to-seed library

· CSAs
· 1.  Fairfield Woods – offers a CSA pick-up at library

· Grow Out and Adopt-a-Crop Program
· See “Keeping Healthy Collections.”

· Dye Plants

· Plants that have natural fiber or dye uses are marked with the “dye plant” stamp. The image is the logo for the non-profit Permacoutre.org that is educating people about local fibersheds. The dye plant program was created by Permacouture. Classes on using dye plants were conducted by Permacouture. Posters on natural dye plants created by them is downloadable on Our Seeds. 
· 1.  BASIL

· 2.  Cesar Chavez Seed Library

· 3.  Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library – Public library also purchased “Harvesting Color” by Rebecca Burgess and some other dye plant books for their collection. Featured in displays at Richmond Grows.

· 
Seed Swaps
· Many seed libraries launch their program with a seed swap. Make sure you have clear guidelines explained about how much to take before you start, include table signs (ex. “Take a pinch.”). Provide education (ex. some posted samples and orientations) on how to fill in envelopes properly. Many libraries have annual or semi-annual swaps. Richmond Grows has downloads to seed swap table signs and other organizational information on their website, under “Seed Swaps.” They also explain how they organize their swap and include useful suggestions.

