
3. Seed Supply

Overview of the debate
Over the past 5 years debate about the future of national seed systems has focused on:
• The degree to which public agricultural research is developing varieties that are appropriate to

farmers’ needs.
• The future of parastatal seed enterprises, in light of their inefficiencies and competition from the

private sector.
• The scope for the private commercial seed sector.
• The potential for NGO- or donor-supported efforts to develop farmer groups or cooperatives for

local seed provision.
• How seed regulation can support or hinder the emergence of private (commercial or voluntary)

seed supply alternatives.
• The choices related to intellectual property protection for plant varieties.
• The management of emergency seed provision programmes.

Key issues in decision-making
Seed policy should create a framework to help direct public and private resources to address seed
demand. However, many seed projects and programmes are initiated without a clear assessment of
the nature of seed demand. The precise nature of the demand has a significant influence on the
appropriate seed supply response. It is important to understand why farmers seek seed off-farm.
➤ Are farmers searching for new varieties (which may simply require an initial introduction of

seed)?
➤ Are they purchasing hybrids (which can be supplied by a commercial enterprise)?
➤ Do they have seed quality or management problems (which require specialised seed enterprises

or extension advice to improve farm-level seed management)?
➤ Is purchase an indication of poverty-induced seed shortage (which will not be addressed by

conventional seed provision activities)?

Regulatory reform is required in order to support a move towards a wider range of seed provision
options. Rules governing variety release and registration need to be re-examined, and greater
regional harmonisation of seed regulation is required. Responsibility for the regulation of seed
quality control (seed certification and seed testing) should not rest exclusively with a public agency;
much greater producer and consumer participation in seed regulation is needed.

Removing regulatory barriers will encourage private seed development. But commercial seed
enterprises are most active where there is large and constant demand; this will be for hybrids and
commercial farming. As the commercial seed sector develops it will expand into other markets, but
it is not likely to be able to address all the seed requirements of resource-poor farmers.

Answering the following questions will help provide an indication of how far private seed provision
is likely to extend and thus what emphasis should be placed upon alternative local-level seed
provision strategies.
➤ Do private seed enterprises have access to adequate (public or private) germplasm and plant

breeding skills?
➤ Is the rural input marketing system sufficiently developed to support seed trade?
➤ What is the size, concentration and regularity of seed demand?
➤ What is the range of varietal requirements?

The emergence of small seed enterprises will be stimulated by appropriate regulatory reform and
by making seed businesses eligible for support under small business development programmes.
Seed businesses have historically started on a small scale, to meet local demands. But a seed
business requires a certain minimum level of resources, skills, and information links. Efforts to
target the poorest households as possible seed producers are not usually successful. Where donors,
NGOs or local government projects promote seed multiplication at the local level it is important that
the sponsors articulate the rationale. Is local-level seed multiplication being done to:
➤ test and promote new varieties or crops (which requires a strong linkage with the research

service)
➤ stimulate the emergence of small commercial enterprises (which requires a clear demonstration

of sustainable demand and the development of a wide range of skills and linkages)
➤ help address the needs of the poorest farmers (for whom seed shortage is a symptom of much

wider needs for better farming practices and access to resources).
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Public plant breeding will continue to play an important role in national seed systems. When
investing in public plant breeding the following questions must be addressed:
➤ Is the system efficiently organised to identify and release varieties suited to a range of growing

conditions?
➤ Is there a clearly specified division of labour (and collaboration) with private plant breeding?
➤ Does the public research system have appropriate links with the rest of the seed system to

ensure the effective delivery of its varieties?
➤ Are provisions in place to help conserve and enhance crop genetic diversity?

The issue of plant variety protection (PVP) has captured many headlines. It is an important concern,
although more fundamental seed regulatory reform will have a greater immediate impact on farmers’
access to seed. Countries must devise PVP legislation that provides adequate assurances and incentives
to the private seed sector, while allowing open exchange of public germplasm and protecting
farmers’ ability to save and exchange seed.

There will be occasional need for emergency seed supply in times of disaster. There is a disturbing
trend for some governments to distribute ‘emergency’ seed for purely political motives, especially
in Southern Africa. These efforts seriously affect incentives for strengthening local seed systems and
jeopardise crop genetic diversity. Again, it is critical to understand the nature of the problem, and to
use this information to plan an appropriate response.
➤ Is there an adequate understanding of farmers’ varietal and seed requirements?
➤ Does the emergency response take full advantage of the local seed system?
➤ Is lack of purchasing power the core problem?
➤ Does the emergency response include attention to preserving and enhancing plant genetic diversity?

National seed systems are undergoing rapid change. Seed policy must promote growth that provides
clear incentives for commercial development while also strengthening public roles in variety
development. It must also provide service to farmers who are unable to exert commercial demand.
As national agricultural sectors develop there will be increasing possibilities for commercial seed
enterprises. But this is an evolutionary process, and not all types of seed demand will elicit commercial
response. The public sector must maintain a clear commitment to agricultural research, regulatory
supervision and effective emergency seed programmes.
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