
Plant Research during the 
Sabbatical Year

Shabbat Ha’Aretz – Shnat Shmittah



The Sabbatical Year – Shabbat Ha’Aretz – Shmittah year                                     שנת שמיטה ושבת הארץ
Vayikra (Leviticus) 25, 1-7



Steps 1-3 are not impacted by 
Shabbat Ha’Aretz (Shmitta year). 
But Step 4 is impacted.



Steps 1-3 are not impacted by 
Shabbat Ha’Aretz (Shmitta year). 
But Steps 4-5 are impacted.



Are Jewish researchers permitted by Jewish law to continue their GMO 
research on plants during the Shabbat Ha’Aretz? (Shmitta year)

An exemption to 
Shmitta law for 
research planting 
is not found in 
Jewish Law. 
Are there other 
acceptable 
options?



Example: Prohibition to plant during Shabbat Ha’Aretz

ת ַלה ָּ֖ ֶרץ ַשבָּׁ אָָּׁ֔ ֶיָ֣ה לָּׁ תֹו֙ן ִיהְּׁ ת ַשבָּׁ ת ַשַבַּ֤ ִביִעִ֗ ָ֣ה ַהשְּׁ נָּׁ ע ְָֽדך ָׂ֙ש' ּוַבשָּׁ ָ֔ א ִתְזר  ר׃ ל ֹ֣ מ ֹֽ א ִתזְּׁ ךָּ֖ ל ֹ֥ מְּׁ ַכרְּׁ וְּׁ

But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of the LORD: you shall not sow your 
field or prune your vineyard.

Broad Interpretation
Regarding the seventh year, we are in doubt. One 
verse says “the land shall rest from work” implying 
that the law applies all over the land, whether inside 
or outside of the house. And one verse says “do not 
sow your field” implying that the law only applies to 
the field, but not inside the house. It makes most 
sense that the one is stringent out of doubt 
Pnei Moshe on Talmud Yerushalmi

Narrow Interpretation
It appears to me …obviously, that regarding maaser
and the seventh year, the container must have a hole 
in it. But if the container has no hole, it is exempt (from 
the law). Therefore, a tree in the house is exempt from 
the seventh year law. The Pnei Moshe wrote that we 
should be stringent. In my humble opinion, he is in 
error. Aruch Hashulchan Ha’Atid, Shmita 16:1

Talmud Yerushalmi, Orlah, Page 4b
ושבתה הארץ שבת לה  ( ויקרא כד)דכתיב ' ובשביעית צריכ...רבי יוחנן בשם רבי ינאי אילן שנטעו בתוך הביתב פרק א הלכה ב גמרא, דף ד

:שדך לא תזרע וכרמך לא תזמור( ויקרא כד)וכתיב 

Rabbi Yochanan in the name of Rabbi Yannai said “A tree planted inside a house…for the purposes of the seventh year it is a 
doubt. One verse says “The land shall rest from work” and another verse says, “you shall not sow your field”

http://kodesh.snunit.k12.il/i/t/t0324.htm
http://kodesh.snunit.k12.il/i/t/t0324.htm


Let us begin a discussion about hydroponically grown crops that grow in hothouses. The Talmud Yerushalmi discusses halachic 

distinctions between crops grown in a field and the various hothouse-grown crops: (Orlah, perek 1, halachah 2).”

The Yerushalmi is uncertain about which of the Torah’s expressions should be understood as the obligation. 

Is it “the land” or is it “your field”? 

“The land” is a more general expression. If it is the main expression, then it implies that the laws of Shmittah should not be limited to one’s 

field; rather, they should apply anywhere in one’s home. However, if the expression “your field” is the main expression, then whatever is not 

considered “your field” is exempt from the halachot of Shmittah. 

The Yerushalmi’s uncertainty remains unresolved. The Rambam did not codify this in Hilchot Shviit [of his Mishnah Torah], although he 

codified the halachah about one’s obligation in Hilchot Orlah and one’s exemption from trumot and maaserot. Much has been written trying 

to explain why the Rambam omitted this…

One should also note the contribution of Professor Meir Schwartz. He developed the method of hydroponics [in Israel] that was first 

adopted by the Poalei Agudat Yisrael settlements in the first decade of the State of Israel’s existence.

In practice, halachic authorities have ruled leniently regarding the Yerushalmi’s doubt—only because of Shmittah in our times 

being rabbinic. When the obligation of Shmittah will be Torah-mandated, we will no longer be able to rely on this leniency.



Rav Yosef Tzvi Rimon
Rosh Yeshiva of LEV Academic Center

A Shmittah Green House
The following video is in untranslated 
Hebrew.
In this video, Rav Rimon visits a hothouse 
built in accordance with his view that indoor 
growing of plants during the Shabbat Ha’Aretz
is permitted.

The hothouse is a מצע מנותק – a detached 
substrate
The agronomist shows Rav Rimon.

1. The ground itself is overlayed with thick 
tarps to ensure so the plants come into 
no contact with the ground.

2. Plastic structures such as boxes and 
buckets create a space between the 
ground and the bottom of the plant 
containers.

3. Another thick layer of growth medium is 
wrapped by another polymer is placed 
on top of the buckets and underneath 
the growth containers.

4. Halachically sized air holes are cut into 
the wrap surrounding the growth 
medium. The holes are on the sides 
only, not on the bottom.

5. The hothouse is completely roofed in in 
order to make sure that the area is 
considered “inside” the house. 



Rav Rimon with the Jerusalem Science Contest 
winners during Shmittah 5775 in his “Shemitta in 
Practice” Garden at the Jerusalem Botanic Gardens, 
May, 2015





Thoughts for more Jewish Law research:

Presuming a future food shortage, it is permissible to research GMO plants during the Shmitta without the requirement of halachik hothouses?

A. According to some authorities, the current permission to use halachik hothouses is based upon the presumption that Shmitta today is non-
biblical (De’Rabbanan). What could be the solution when Shmitta is biblical (De’Oraita)? Are there opinions that feel that the halachik
hothouse is a legitimate solution even when Shmitta is biblical (De’Oraita)? 

B. There are sources that allowed working the land during Shmitta year.
a. When forced by foreign powers. (Property tax – Arnona – see below)
b. During times of catastrophic famine. Pikuach Nefesh – saving life.

C. Example from Talmud (Sangedrin 26a)
פוקו וזרעו בשביעית משום ארנונארבי ינאיכדמכריז 

As Rabbi Yannai proclaimed: Go out and sow the fields during the Sabbatical Year due to the arnona that you must pay.

Rashi explains: Because Shvi’it (Shmitta) nowadays is Rabbinical (D’Rabbanan) and not Biblical (D’Oraita), the holiness of the land is non-
existent. 

One could argue that an impending world food shortage is sufficient basis to permit GMO research during Shmitta without need of a 
“disconnected substrate inside the house”

Final thought: Allowing a woman in childbirth to drive to the hospital on Shabbat does not mean that it’s not still Shabbat for her. Allowing a 
sick person to eat on Yom Kippur does not mean that it’s not still Yom Kippur for him. Allowing a researcher to plant during Shabbat Ha’Aretz
does not mean that it’s not Shmitta for the researcher. The woman having the baby knows that it’s Shabbat; the sick person knows it’s Yom 
Kippur. The Jewish researcher needs to be cognizant that it is Shabbat Ha’Aretz.

/topics/rabbi-yannai
/topics/rabbi-yannai


Conclusion:
Jewish researchers are permitted by Jewish law to continue their GMO 
research on plants during the Shabbat Ha’Aretz (Shmitta year)

An exemption to 
Shmitta law for 
research planting 
exists, provided that 
the research is 
performed inside the 
lab/hothouse in a 
manner compliant 
with Halacha.


