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Introduction to 
Issur Sefichin

According to Biblical law, during 
the shemita year the Land of Israel 
must not be worked, including 

plowing, planting and harvesting. While 
these prohibitions only begin on Rosh 
Hashana, there are numerous additional 
laws, both Biblical and rabbinic, that apply 
prior to and following the shemita year. An 
essential part of properly keeping shemita 
is understanding the rabbinic decree of 
issur sefichin.

The source of the decree

All planting and cultivation during 
shemita is a Biblical transgression and its 
produce is prohibited for consumption 
(see Tosfot Sukah 39:b). Our Sages call this 
transgression ne’evad, referring to food 
that has been “grown from work” and is 
prohibited. However, any vegetables that 
have grown on their own are biblically 
permitted during shemita (Rambam 
Shemita Veyovel 4:1). For example, it is 
common for vegetables to grow on their 
own as a result of seeds falling from the 
plants or non-ripe vegetables falling and 
causing a new plant to sprout. Because 
there was no human involvement in their 

planting or cultivation, such vegetables are 
not considered ne’evad. 

Nevertheless, the Talmudic Sages decreed 
that any produce that grows on its 
own (called sefichin) is prohibited for 
consumption (Torat Kohanim Vayikra 
25:20). They saw that when sefichin were 
permitted, some people were planting 
vegetables and other produce during 
shemita and claiming that they grew on 
their own. Thus, the decree was inevitable 
and necessary (see Ramban Vayikra 25:5).

Our Sages ruled that only plants that 
self-seed or regrow annually are part of 
the prohibition of sefichin; this includes 
grains, legumes and herbs (see Derech 
Emuna Shemita 4:17). Fruit trees, which 
are planted rarely and provide fruit for 
many years, are not included in the decree.  

Extent of the prohibition

The Rambam (Shemita Veyovel 4:3) writes 
explicitly that consumption of sefichin 
is prohibited, but makes no mention of 
a prohibition of benefit from sefichin. 
The Mikdash David (59:3) claims that our 
Sages only prohibited consumption, since 
that would be enough to prevent people 
from illicitly planting new plants, and 
the Sha’ar Hamelech (Shemita Veyovel 
4:2) concurs. Other later authorities try 
to prove from different sources that the 
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prohibition of sefichin does include benefit 
from the produce (Kehilot Yaakov Shevi’it 
12). However, the Chazon Ish (13:15) and 
later poskim codify that sefichin are only 
prohibited for eating, but it would seem 
benefitting is permitted (Minchat Shlomo 
1:51). Another article will elaborate on the 
other uses of sefichin.

If plants were purposely grown, or self-
seeded and grew on their own, our Sages 
included as part of the prohibition of 
sefichin that these plants must be uprooted, 
and the produce destroyed (Chazon Ish 
9:4). Since the produce has a special status 
of holiness (kedushat shevi’it), it should 
be destroyed in a respectful manner by 
leaving it on the ground to rot on its own 
(Mishpetei Eretz 16:4).

The decree and halachot of sefichin are 
very detailed and can be confusing. Issur 
sefichin is relevant in modern agriculture 
and can very much affect the consumer 
purchasing produce. In future articles, we 
will also discuss this decree as it relates to 
planting in close proximity to the shemita 
year.

In summary:

• It is strictly prohibited to plant 
anything during the shemita year. 
Produce planted or cultivated during 
shemita is called ne’evad and is 

prohibited for consumption.

• The produce of plants that are self-
seeding is biblically permitted for 
consumption. However, our Sages 
decreed that all such produce is 
prohibited. This decree is called issur 
sefichin.

• The decree of sefichin includes 
vegetables, legumes and herbs. Fruit 
is not included in the decree of sefichin

• Issur sefichin applies to eating. Certain 
other types of benefit are permitted, 
as will be discussed in an upcoming 
article.

• Plants included in the decree of sefichin 
must be uprooted and the produce left 
to rot. 
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