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Introduction 
In Africa, smallholder/peasant farmers produce 
and reproduce the majority of their own seed 
needs from season to season. Crops produced 
from this seed contribute substantially to 
food and nutrition security on the continent. 
Despite this, farmer seed receives little to 
no recognition in policy, and there is limited 
support for farmer reproduction, adaptation, 
and use. Seed laws prohibit diverse farmer 
seed from being traded on national and 
regional markets unless it has gone through 
procedures and conforms to standards 
designed for the formal sector and commercial 
sale. As a result, these seeds and farmer 
seed systems are excluded from agricultural 
policies.

Regional
dialogue
In this context, the African Centre for 
Biodiversity (ACB) and Participatory Ecological 
Land Use Management (PELUM) Zimbabwe 
co-hosted a regional dialogue between civil 
society organisations (CSOs) and SADC and 
national PGR Centres and Seed Services. CSO 
and government representatives from ten 
SADC countries participated in the dialogue 
(see Appendix 1 participant list).
The main objective was to facilitate 
constructive exchange of information and 
ideas between smallholder farmers and civil 
society actors and SPGRC and seed officers 
from the region, with regard to:
• the development of an equitable, relevant, 

and sustainable system to support 
agricultural biodiversity and small-scale 
farmers, 

• appropriate mechanisms for the recognition 
of farmer seed, and 

• quality control systems that accommodate 
diverse and effective farmer seed practices. 

Key issues for discussion included:
• How the objectives of the SPGRC’s project 

will strengthen and support current seed 
systems that are built on diversity, in 
situ conservation, population selection, 
adaptation, maintenance and use, seed 
production, exchange and trade.

• How the risk of biopiracy will be dealt 
with, as well as mechanisms relating to 
access and benefit sharing (ABS) on a 
regional level. This is in relation to national 
decision-making and implementation of 
international obligations at the national 
level in the SADC region, designed to ensure 
transparency, accountability and protection 
of seed and knowledge systems from want 
to misappropriation. 

• What methodologies may be used to ensure 
coherence between SADC rulemaking under 
a harmonised seed system and national 
seed laws, especially those seed regimes 
that do not recognise farmers’ varieties/
populations as part of the active seed sector 
beyond subsistence farming.

This report is a summary of the discussion. 
It does not precisely follow the flow of the 
workshop, but rather is clustered in key 
thematic areas: 
• Defining farmer seed
• Background to the SADC registration of 

farmer varieties process and national level 
activities

• Purpose of registration
• Benefits and threats/challenges
• Ideas for next steps

Although there was not agreement on all 
issues amongst participants, the discussion 
was fruitful. It is clear there are some farmers 
and organisations that are ready to go 
the registration route, using the existing 
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Harmonisation of seed regulations

The Southern African Development Community (SADC) Technical Agreements on Harmonisation 
of Seed Regulations 2008 is a non-binding regional framework that became operational in 2013. 

• The aim of the seed harmonisation processes is to facilitate trade in seed across national 
borders. 

• The harmonisation efforts attempt to short-circuit lengthy and costly variety testing and 
release processes that take place at the national level. 

Proponents of the seed regulations argue that this will facilitate greater availability of seed and 
will increase smallholder farmers’ access to improved seed. 

To date, farmer seed was not included, as the regulatory frameworks are built on procedures, 
standards and norms for large-scale commercial production and sale.

The SADC Plant Genetic Resources Centre (SPGRC) implements, coordinates and supervises the 
registration and development of the regional seed catalogue, and operates as the Secretariat to 
the SADC Technical Agreements. Current regional catalogues of SADC indicate that approvals of 
registration of varieties has been granted principally to the large seed multinationals (Corteva, 
Bayer-Monsanto, ChemChina-Syngenta, etc.), mostly featuring a narrow range of commercially 
lucrative crops, with the emphasis on maize. This reinforces the view that the system is designed 
for these corporate entities and corporate seed.

Article 2.3.7 of the SADC Technical Agreements deal with the registration of landraces and other 
local varieties. 
• It provides that these varieties will be registered in the SADC Variety Database, upon making 

available the description of the variety in terms of: performance, farmer experiences during 
cultivation, and its name(s), as well as the merits of the variety. 

• Further, it provides that the SPGRC will develop a procedure for registration of landraces and 
other local varieties. This will outline characteristics that are essential for registration, taking 
into consideration difficulties that may be associated with the provision of Distinct, Uniform 
and Stable (DUS) and value for cultivation and use (VCU) information for such varieties. 

• A brief description of the variety is to be based on field tests conducted, and landraces and 
other local varieties for which sufficient documentation is already available will be exempted 
from field tests. 

• The SPGRC and national plant genetic resource centres (PGRC)s are actively working on 
developing the registration requirements for farmer varieties, and have circulated requests for 
information from farmers.

This provision opens opportunities to bring farmers’ varieties into the 
commercial seed sector and thus be eligible for regional trade. 

Traditionally, farmers’ varieties are not able to pass formal DUS and VCU tests, due to their 
heterogeneity and adaptability. The high costs and administrative burden of the registration 
process deters many smaller farmers from engaging, even if they know about it. There are 
questions about the interlinkages between registration of farmer varieties for commercial use, 
and wider recognition of farmer seed and support for strengthening on farm quality control 
practices and in situ conservation, maintenance and sustainable use of agricultural biodiversity.



procedures and standards. Others are focusing 
their attention on promoting and advocating 
for recognition and support to farmer seed 
systems and good practices, even if they 
do not meet commercial requirements. 
There is a basis of action in national plant 
genetic resources (PGR) plans and activities. 
These various initiatives can benefit from 
collaboration, and learning and sharing with 
each other and throughout the region. 

In this light, some concrete 
proposals were made about 

participatory, multi-stakeholder, 
multi-country pilots to develop 

national and regional guidelines 
for registration of farmer 

varieties and in situ conservation, 
maintenance, adaptation and 

sustainable use of PGR.

Defining
farmer seed
Before starting a discussion on registration 
of farmer varieties, it is necessary to define 
what farmer varieties are. A distinction must 
be made between varieties prepared for 
commercial use, and the wide diversity of 
genetic materials (seed) and practices found in 
what we are calling farmer seed systems.

There was some discussion about defining a 
variety. For purposes of registration, a variety 
must meet DUS and sometimes VCU criteria. 
These are based on standards for commercial 
production and sale. They require adherence to 
a fixed prototype when genetic materials are 
continuously adapting to dynamic conditions.

Distinct, Uniform and Stable (DUS)
Distinct:  Different from other varieties in 

at least one key characteristic.
Uniform: Plants in each generation are 

the same as one another in key 
defined characteristics.

Stable: Key defined characteristics are 
reproduced with limited or no 
variation from generation to 
generation

Characteristics are ideally defined together 
with users.

Concerns were raised about the way that 
varieties are defined in laws and policies on 
the basis of DUS, which may limit the scope 
of registration to relatively few ‘elite’ farmer 
varieties that can meet the criteria, at the 
expense of the large pool of planting materials 
that farmers maintain, adapt and use from 
season to season. These may be considered 
to be populations, in which even key 
characteristics may display some variability. 
Even if farmers wanted to bring these into 
the formal registration process, they would be 
blocked by DUS.
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“The ‘varieties’ discourse and why they 
are registered is linked to commercial food 
systems, plant variety protection (PVP) and 

monopoly. There is a divergence and we need 
to understand the imperatives in the farmer 
seed system. Farmers have been left alone 

because their seed is in the local markets, but 
when it starts entering national and regional 
markets, regulation comes into play. There is 
need for recognition and registration of seed 

populations beyond the varieties discourse.” 
Mariam Mayet, the ACB, South Africa

 

“Smallholder farmers don’t have organised 
programmes, but every year they select good 
quality plants for seed. Farmer varieties are 

not named in the same way as public/private 
varieties because each farmer has their own 
varieties and their own names. These are not 
registered because they are not uniform, they 

are populations, selected every year. There is no 
need to name or register farmers’ crop varieties 

at the moment as they change every year”
Godwin Mkamanga, Biodiversity Conservation 

Initiative (BCI), Malawi
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Others suggested that, while populations 
could be included as a category for 
registration, there is still some need for well-
defined criteria that enable us to know what 
differentiates one population from another. 
‘Variety’ is an established concept that does 
serve this purpose. The criteria could also be 
made more flexible to accommodate different 
contexts. As indicated, the SADC Technical 
Agreements do already recognise the need to 
take into consideration difficulties that may be 
associated with the provision of DUS and VCU 
information for farmer varieties, and to tailor 
registration requirements accordingly.

“At regional and national level we 
cannot forget about DUS because the 

registration criteria are there to show that 
the varieties are different from each other. 

Without DUS we can end up registering 
the same varieties. Distinct means they 
should be different in characterisation. 
We should come up with a criterion of 

registration. If Uniformity and Stability are 
not suitable we can go on Distinctiveness as 

descriptors, and value for cultivation.”
Bruce Chulu, Seed Control and Certification Institute 

(SCCI), Zambia

“A variety is defined on the principles of botany. 
Even populations should be characterised … 

We should agree on what we call farmer seed 
and farmer variety. They could be populations 
or distinct varieties selected. At what level do 

we want to register? We are in a global system 
and definitions should have the same view and 

understanding at international level.”
Claid Mujaju, Zimbabwe Seed Services Institute (ZSSI)

A farmer variety, with clearly defined 
boundaries and formally registered, is a 
(small) subset of the wider pool of farmer 
seed. There was some discussion about how 
to characterise farmer seed and systems. 
At a broad level, in essence these refer to 
the ongoing selection, adaptation, use and 
exchange of diverse seed and planting 

materials by producers themselves. These 
systems provide an essential service for 
the livelihoods and survival of hundreds of 
millions of producers and their families and 
communities continentally and globally.

“Farmer seeds are carriers of genetic diversity 
that contain the building blocks required in 

plant breeding and these are the basis for all 
food and agricultural production. The diversity 
within and among varieties are important for 

farming because it is plant genetic resources that 
enable farmers to adapt to climate change … 

Farmer-led seed systems have shown that they 
can improve farmers’ access to improved seed 

because the modern commercial seeds are more 
expensive and in limited supply compared to local 
improved crop varieties. Farmer-led seed systems 

can be used to restore lost farmers’ varieties 
and also serve as backup of crop varieties.”Godwin Mkamanga, BCI, Malawi

With reference to specific seed, participants 
emphasised the imperative to work with 
farmers – especially women elders, who 
are the primary seed custodians – to 
define favoured characteristics and quality 
requirements.

“We need to start on a blank page and use the 
African cosmology, what farmers define as seed in 

their own context.”Gertrude Pswarayi, PELUM Zimbabwe

“One of the easiest ways to define a seed is by 
the characteristics: how does it look, what does 

it do, what is its description and value – whether 
value for cultivation and use (VCU) or not – but 

the value that the seed is giving the environment. 
You can only know the seed from the farmer’s 

perspective. That description is what you will use 
to define it. We will not be able to define farmer 

seed without working with farmers on how to 
describe the quality parameters around it.”Claid Mujaju, ZSSI
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Background on SADC 
PGR Centre and 
registration 
of farmer 
varieties 
process
Thandi Lupupa from the SPGRC gave an 
overview of the role of the centre. The SPGRC 
has three sections: in situ conservation; 
on farm conservation groups, including 
community seed banks (CSBs); and ex situ 
conservation, where the seed is collected from 
farmers and taken to the national gene banks, 
with a sample duplicated to the SPGRC. Uses 
and characteristics are documented. If users 
want a sample they can be given information 
on how.

Work on farmer seed systems focuses on on-
farm conservation and CSBs. 
• Farmers form groups, list all crops in use, 

and identify material that is threatened. 

• They are encouraged to multiply those 
crops, share and promote so others in the 
community have them. This is done through 
demo plots or farmer field schools (FFS) and 
on-farm conservation groups. 

• Seed banks give farmers the crops they 
request, and farmers list the traits they 
prefer for that crop e.g. sorghum should not 
be tall, the head should be compact, early 
maturing, at times taste comes in, etc. 

• The SPGRC uses that list to identify varieties 
in the gene bank, and identify farmers to 
plant those crops and do demo plots. 

• In the different growing stages, they use the 
list of traits to see which samples match the 
farmers’ preferred list. 

The process can take three years. The SPGRC 
has worked with farmers on cowpea, sorghum, 
maize, sesame, pigeon pea, bambara and 
finger millet. Thandi says farmers are prepared 
to register their seed if given a chance. There 
are varieties out there which farmers would 
prefer. For registration, the SPGRC needs to 
know the descriptors. Farmers should be 
assisted to produce quality seed with no 
diseases. That’s where farmers need assistance 
with scientific knowledge.

Bruce Chulu from Zambia’s Seed Control and 
Certification Institute (SCCI) gave further 
details on the SADC process for registration 
of farmer varieties. SADC recognises that 
seed constitutes a precious resource but it 
is difficult to handle and is not accessible to 
farmers. Seed markets are segregated, small 

CTDT Zambia on defining a farmer variety
Community Technology Development Trust (CTDT) in Zambia has started a process for 
engagement on registration of farmer varieties. Charles Nkhoma from CTDT shared 
information. One aspect was identifying elements of a farmer variety as follows:
• Exists in a given farmer community/communities.
• Locally developed and adapted (with recognition of the co-production role of the local 

environment).
• Common ownership exists.
• Has a distinctive set of desired characteristics with use values that may change over time.
• Inherited over generations
• Communities are custodians and play a critical role in shaping the variety, that evolves 

and changes over time, contributing to its distinctiveness (though the main attributes will 
remain).
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and difficult to access. Prices are high, reducing 
farmer choice. Most farmers remain seed 
insecure. 

Discussions on the SADC seed market started 
in the 1980s, with consultation amongst 
member states. There were three areas of 
agreement: 
• SADC variety release
• Seed certification and quality assurance
• Quarantine and phytosanitary measures 

In 2013 member states agreed to the 
Memorandum of Understanding. Ten countries 
signed to establish the Harmonised Seed 
Regulation System (HSRS). Implementation 
has started. National seed laws are being 
changed to conform to the three areas of 
agreement. Some countries started realigning 
already in 2013. 

The Variety Release System aims to make 
it easier and cheaper for new and existing 
varieties to gain access to other member 
states in SADC, promoting investment and 
choice. This includes the establishment and 
maintenance of a SADC variety catalogue 
and database. Seed listed in the catalogue 
can be sold without restriction. The variety 
holder is to make sure the variety is released 
in at least member states, following DUS 
and VCU tests. The variety must be given a 
name. The application should include proof of 
listing in the two countries, with a reference 
sample deposited. The national office submits 
the application to the SADC Seed Centre for 
approval. All applications whether rejected or 
approved are to be entered into the database. 
If they are approved, they are then in the 
catalogue and can be marketed regionally. 
Intially, there were 13 crops with others crops 
being considered. As of November 2019 there 
were 50 varieties in the catalogue, with 
another 10 in the pipeline.

On registration of landraces and other local 
varieties, Article 2.3.7 says landraces and local 
varieties shall be entered into the database 
(but not the catalogue). These varieties 
cannot be marketed. The database is for all 
applications but the catalogue is just for 
those that have been accepted. The catalogue 

lists up to 10 characteristics, following what 
is in the Technical Agreements. The variety 
is described in terms of VCU. Procedures 
for registration of such varieties are to be 
developed by the SADC Seed Centre, taking 
into consideration difficulties associated with 
DUS and VCU data. 

“When countries were aligning their national 
laws, the question of registration of landrace 

varieties was not attached. Will the same standards 
be used? QDS standards for the informal sector 

are in the Technical Agreements. The issue of 
landraces is not just about registration. We 

want something written on standards. It can be 
flexible but it must be written formally.” 

Bruce Chulu, SCCI Zambia

Bruce highlighted some outstanding issues as 
follows:
• Lack of procedures for registration of 

landraces. Who should do it and what 
information is required? We need to discuss 
how to put these seeds in the catalogue, not 
only in the database.

• Lack of recognition of registration and 
marketing of farmer varieties in national 
seed laws.

• Need for clear and separate guidelines on 
release of farmer varieties.

• An area of concern is that the SADC Seed 
Centre is responsible for the HSRS but no 
members have yet signed the Charter to 
establish it. It is currently operating from 
the SPGRC and being coordinated through 
the SADC Seed Committee.

 “For farmer varieties, please come up with 
procedures on how and what characteristics, 

and these should be presented to SADC through 
member states. The region will not refuse. 
Currently what is in the MoU and Technical 

Agreements is that they get registered but not 
commercialised. In Malawi, they have put it in the 

law. It is just a matter of changing regulations, 
not even the law, so it can be included.”

Bruce Chulu, SCCI Zambia

R EGISTRATION OF FARMERS’ VAR I ETI ES I N SADC    11



 “We will see how farmer varieties can be 
included in marketing in the region. These are 

mostly still very low production. They are not even 
meeting national market needs yet. It is not just a 
matter of putting a variety in the catalogue. The 

variety holder must maintain it and pay every 
year. For some crops like maize it is very easy to 
market. For other crops, you need to think about 

how to maintain it. There are fees associated with 
registration … In the seed committee we resolved 
that as soon as the Seed Centre is operational we 
will call for all registered holders to pay US$250 

per variety and then a maintenance fee of US$100 
per year. We have yet to resolve how to deal 
with payment fees for public varieties. These 

don’t belong to a particular company, they are 
for public consumption. We will only discuss the 
issue of farmers’ varieties when we start listing 
them on the catalogue. Then we will look at the 
modalities on how the fee structure will be.”

Bruce Chulu, SCCI Zambia

What is happening at
national level?
In Angola there is a national PGRC which 
is working although there is no legislation. 
Seed legislation recognises farmer seed, but 
the testing system and variety registration 
are only for commercial seed. The Ministry of 
Agriculture has a family agriculture support 
programme, including direct support for 
community seeds. There are budget allocations 
and technical people are working with 
organised farmers, helping in the beneficiation 
of seed that can then be sold on the market in 
the locality. There is one law but two systems 
and that has been working.
Angolan CSOs commented that speaking 
from a CSO point of view, it sounds like other 
countries are quite ahead, talking about 
registration and seed banks for example. 
Farmers in Angola have isolated experiences 
of support from government or CSOs to 
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multiply seed, but they don’t have seed banks. 
Smallholder farmers run around looking 
for improved seed, in many cases seed by 
multinational corporations (MNCs). Local seed 
is considered degenerated, with low yields.

In Eswatini the Seed Act is mainly crafted for 
varieties coming from outside the country 
and does not cover local varieties. There is no 
legislation catering for local varieties because 
these are traded freely in the country. They 
can be found anywhere in the country, traded 
without restriction. Policies and laws are the 
National Seed Policy of 1993, the Seed and Plant 
Varieties Act of 2000 and Seed Regulations of 
2002. On local varieties, the NPGRC collects 
accessions from farmers, with 796 accessions 
(127 maize) currently. Farmers can access 
materials from the gene bank. Eswatini is a 
signatory to the Treaty and they are currently 
developing a National PGR Plan. 

Government promotes the production of local 
seed. They host agricultural shows in all regions 
and nationally, where farmers are encouraged 
to bring their seed. Seed companies 
concentrate mainly on maize, they don’t like 
to go into legumes and others that can be 
replanted. The gene bank and Seed Quality 
Control Services (SQCS) conduct training on 
seed production of local varieties and promote 
on farm conservation of genetic resources. 
Training is free of charge and includes: 
• History of the field
• Isolation distance
• Off types
• Agronomic practices
• Harvesting, processing, and storage

Seed is given to farmers free of charge. Key 
challenges are budgets, human resources, 
transport and infrastructure. Government 
doesn’t restrict sales on farmers’ varieties at all. 
Farmers produce and sell what they can, and 
the Ministry of Agriculture provides support 
and training. 

“Farmers will travel long distances to buy seed 
from the market. In Manzini local varieties are 

being sold there, as much as they are not tested. 
People are not put into jail. And it is not just a local 
market, the market is there in the entire country.”

Thandi Lupupa, SPGRC

 “Government has assisted us to diversify. 
We use agroecology, indigenous animals 

and plants, including trees.”
Happy Shongwe, Rural Women’s 

Assembly (RWA) Eswatini

In Lesotho, indigenous/farmer seed is not 
recognised in the law; however, street vendors 
sell any seeds with no controls. There is a 2016 
seed policy based on the formal sector process 
but the law is still being drafted. It will include 
farmer and breeder varieties.

Malawi has certification and registration based 
on the formal sector. The country is developing 
seed legislation, with a system to allow 
landraces and local varieties to be registered, 
using special provisions that haven’t yet been 
defined. They are thinking about three types 
of varieties: the first being DUS and VCU, the 
second DUS only and multiplied for export, the 
third traditional or local varieties with VCU for 
listing, and then also legislation specific for 
farmers’ rights.

In Mozambique laws were approved in 2018. 
They are mainly directed to the formal sector. 
Mozambique ratified the Treaty in 2010. There 
are laws but no procedures for implementation. 
There is some integration of traditional and 
local varieties especially for rice, which are 
there because they were selected with the 
participation of smallholder farmers. They are 
registered with their botanical details. These 
varieties are not exploited in the formal sector, 
because companies think these varieties do not 
produce what they need. Efforts are being made 
by non-government organisations (NGOs) and 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 
for local varieties to be recognised. Government 
is working with the FAO for that purpose, with 
a possible project from next year drawing from 
the benefit sharing fund of the Treaty.

Namibia is following a similar path to Eswatini, 
and is guided by the National PGR Plan, the 
Seed Varieties Act of 2018 and the Plant Variety 
Protection (PVP) Bill of 2016. Namibia has 
ratified the Treaty. The Seed Act allows farmers 
to save, sell and exchange their own seed but 
this is not yet implemented. Community seed 
banks (CSBs) are in the Plan, but are not yet 
created.



In Zambia the seed sector includes formal and 
informal/farmer and both are regulated. There 
is no standalone seed policy, and seed is rather 
embedded in the main agricultural policy. 
Registration of farmer varieties is not spelled 
out clearly. The legal framework is responsible 
for registration of plant varieties regardless 
of source, as long as it can be defined as a 
variety following formal sector procedures 
and standards. There is recognition and 
appreciation that some varieties from farmers 
are good and popular. 

Through the Research Directorate and SCCI, 
government has devised a mechanism to 
allow farmer varieties to be registered using 
the formal system. This is done through the 
Zambian Agricultural Research Institute (ZARI), 
working with farmer communities to collect 
and clean selected varieties. ZARI will apply 
for release and then the seed will be on the 
catalogue. The responsibility to maintain 
the variety is with ZARI. They produce and 
make foundation seed available. If farmers 
want to multiply, they go to ZARI and buy 
the foundation seed. SCCI has gone further 
to ensure that when farmers multiply the 
seed they are taught some basics on seed 
production. It is mandatory before seed is made 
available for marketing that it must be tested 
in a lab for germination and moisture. Then the 
seed is made available in communities. 

“We do not criminalise farmers who are 
exchanging planting materials. NGOs are 

multiplying these materials and SCCI does not 
involve itself, as long as we know it is not in the 

certification system. There are only concerns if there 
is an issue of diseases e.g. farmers were complaining 

about diseased cassava. Then the ZARI will try to 
help farmers to clean materials. Government does 

not oppose exchange otherwise.”
Bruce Chulu, SCCI, Zambia

All varieties bred and released by public 
institutions are public varieties available to 
all. Communities want some varieties even 
from beyond the locality. Government helps to 
clean seed and ensure it meets the criteria for 
release, and provides basic seed. Even on basic 
seed, the government tries to involve some 
farmers. Then they supply seed to farmers. As 
there is limited money for research institutions, 
as a way of sharing costs they request farmers 
to buy foundation seed. This is working well for 
many crops. In others such as rice, farmers are 
also involved in variety selection in terms of 
market requirements, then the ZARI assists.

In Zimbabwe, there is a well-developed 
national formal seed system backstopped by a 
developed regulatory system. In terms of the 
local seed system, there has been a growing 
realisation and recognition of importance 
of the local system in terms of seed supply 
and food security. This realisation is coming 
from the issue of disasters e.g. droughts, or 
the recent cyclone. A lot of that system was 
devastated. People are thinking about what can 
be done to restore that system, and it comes 
down to the importance of the local seed 
system. 

“Who are the players who can help to restore 
farmer seed? The NPGRC has come up with materials 

from those systems that can be restored. But the 
gene bank does not keep large stocks of seed. It 

must be multiplied to have significant impact. This 
leads to the need to strengthen the local system. It 
would be good if there were other local areas with 

quantities of seed to bring into these areas.”
Claid Mujaju, ZSSI
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There are many initiatives by government 
and CSOs, and many seed and food fairs are 
supported by NGOs. There are platforms to 
support and capacitate farmers to develop 
local materials including through farmer 
field schools (FFS). CTDT have up to 500 FFS 
countrywide. In FFS, groups of 25 to 30 farmers 
in a locality are brought together. They multiply 
seed, and work with public sector breeders 
on participatory variety selection (PVS) and 
participatory plant breeding (PPB), selecting 
materials for use in their production systems. 
CSBs are strongly promoted in the country. For 
CSBs, a building is established and materials 
conserved. Each CSB has up to 500 accessions. 
They preserve and multiply materials, and 
ensure ready access of seed within the 
community. The gene bank has supported 
this through restoration. Government 
responds to requests from farmers, who do 
training throughout the country on local seed 

production, following production guidelines to 
ensure production of quality local seed. There 
are small community-based seed companies 
controlled by farmers, for example Zimbabwe 
Super Seed and Champion Seeds. These help 
to supply seed to farmers. The local system has 
a tendency towards local crops e.g. sorghum, 
millet and bambara, with a focus on food and 
nutrition security.

At a higher level, government has tried to 
support these systems. There is a National 
PGR Plan for 2020-2030. This sets out the 
establishment of an institutional framework 
for recognition and protection of local farmer 
varieties. There is a specific component 
looking at recognition and protection 
including establishment of standards, and 
a national catalogue of farmer varieties. 
There is a mechanism for promoting local 
seed production, market development, and 
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facilitating partnerships between farmers 
and others, including the private sector. The 
Ministry is trying to establish quality assurance 
standards, including certification, standards, 
seed production, and capacity development. 
Within the country, farmer seed systems are 
gaining a lot of attention and recognition. 

“Stakeholders met to find a way to recognise 
farmer varieties and we have agreed to set up a 

pilot to provide evidence of how materials perform, 
and what farmers are saying about their varieties. 

Are there some varieties we can register and 
promote for mainstream production? Academia, 

CSOs and government are coming together to 
identify areas and varieties, to test performance, 

including heterogenous populations and other 
issues that come out. We will learn the lessons and a 

framework may come out from that.” 
Claid Mujaju, ZSSI

Juliet Hove, a smallholder farmer from Zimsoff, 
said they work with extension officers for 
preparation and production of seed, and 
have working groups on seed production and 
conservation. They have learned from their 
ancestors, including seed storage techniques 
and selection in the field. They receive training 
from Seed Services and gene banks, looking 
at isolation distances, field preparation, 
knowledge on types of soils and what grows 
best there. They know how to work with 
different varieties, including removing off 
types where needed, monitoring for pests 
and diseases in the field, testing for moisture 
content, and drying the seed using traditional 
and modern methods. Government does not 
restrict them from selling seeds, and they have 
no problem working with government. They 
just do not want GMO seed.

What is the 
purpose of 
registration
of farmer varieties?
In some countries in the region farmer seed is 
not registered but is freely produced and sold. 
This shows that the system can go on without 
registration of farmer varieties. These varieties 
are recognised and supported, and farmers sell 
their seed. 

What benefit would registration add?

This question elicited a lot of discussion at 
the workshop. There are some farmer groups 
and enterprises who would like to sell their 
seed commercially and are willing to work 
within the existing formal sector framework, 
procedures and standards. As it currently 
stands, registration and listing in the plant 
variety catalogue is needed for commercial 
sales.

There are two issues here with regard to 
registration for purposes of commercialisation. 
The first is on the scale of operations. 
Commercial scale should be defined clearly 
to delimit the extent of formal sector laws, 
regulations, procedures and standards. 
Everyone selling below a commercial threshold 
could be exempted from the laws and 
regulations.

The second issue is what happens once farmers 
do go into commercial scale production of their 
own seeds. Should they then automatically 
follow the current formal sector procedures 
and standards? Could some flexibility in 
procedures and standards be of benefit to 
producers, users and biodiversity? For example, 
acceptance of time-tested farmer seed quality 
control practices that currently are not formally 
recognised, at least partly, simply because of 
lack of standardisation.
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Concerns were raised that registration of 
farmer varieties through formal sector 
procedures and standards will exclude the 
vast majority of smallholder farmers – many 
of whom do produce and exchange quality 
seed of diverse crops through farmer- and 
community-based systems. Questions arose 
about wider recognition of farmer seed and 
quality control practices, because farmers may 
never register their seed but they may want to 
sell.

“ It is important for SADC to be clear on the 
objectives of the database and registration of 

farmer varieties. If it is meant to catch in its net a 
small section of NGOs who have developed elite 

varieties and done technical training with farmers, 
they can go ahead and do it. But this is only a small 
section of the farming population. What about the 

rest? The SADC Technical Agreements may not be 
the right process for them.”

Mariam Mayet, ACB

 “We are bunching all farmers into farmers who 
are working on seed. Some may want to enter the 

seed market, but the majority do not relate to seed 
in this way. It complicates the way Africans relate to 

seed. Any system must recognise this relationship, 
which is not based on sale. It goes back to what 
is the purpose or ultimate goal of registration. 

Do farmers really want to register or are we just 
thinking that?” 

Gertrude Pswarayi, PELUM Zimbabwe

 “The status quo allows for farmer varieties to be 
developed and registered using the current system. 

There are a few that would manage to do that 
without changing anything, but those are so few 

they will be insignificant. There is a larger diversity 
of farmer seed. How can we have a system that 
recognises these are also there? I don’t foresee a 

situation where every farmer variety will be sold as 
commercial. Because even commercial seed, only a 

little make it to the market. Non-monetary benefits 

out scale even monetary benefits. We should 
separate the aspects of commercialisation from 
other aspects. What is needed is recognition and 

protection full stop. During that process a few might 
enter the commercial system.”

Charles Nkhoma, CTDT Zambia

In this light, it may be preferable not to start 
with DUS and formal sector criteria, but rather 
to start from what farmers are doing, and to 
see how registration procedures and standards 
can be adapted to accommodate and recognise 
existing farmer quality control practices.

Questions guiding development of 
registration framework 
Although participants didn’t reach complete 
agreement on registration, Charles Nkhoma 
from CTDT Zambia was given a space to 
share questions they have formulated to 
guide the development of a farmer variety 
registration framework in Zambia. As 
indicated, these questions do not presume 
that registration is a foregone conclusion. 
Rather, the value of registration is part of the 
investigatory process.
• What is farmer variety registration?
• What is considered a farmer variety? 

Are there categories, are some for 
registration or not, what are the criteria 
for determining this?

• What is the value or benefit of 
registration?

• Who registers and how do they benefit?
• What is the effect of registration on 

farmers, both on those that register and 
on those in the community?

• Who qualifies to register a farmer 
variety? Is it anyone? Can anyone go to 
a community and collect materials and 
register?

• What qualifies a variety to be registered? 
What is the meaning of disqualifying 
another variety?

• Who owns the registered variety? Only 
those that register, the whole community? 
What are the boundaries?
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Benefits and 
challenges/
threats  
of registration of 
farmer varieties?

Areas for more consideration

With regard to the value of registration, there 
were contradictory views on ownership, 
biopiracy and biodiversity as key issues. These 
are areas that would require attention in the 
process of developing registration guidelines.

Potential benefits of registration were listed as: 
• Protection against biopiracy
• The materials and owners are known
• Varieties will belong to some communities

However, registration may also expose and 
organise genetic materials for commercial 
capture without adequate ABS mechanisms in 
place.
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“The first thing is to differentiate between local registries and registration in regional and national laws. 
If local registries are kept by farmers, on the one hand, this is already a publication of the fact that the 

characteristics do exist so companies cannot claim them. But we need to make sure legislation to protect 
against biopiracy is implemented. Mostly, ABS legislation is based on the obligations under the Nagoya 

Protocol of the Convention for Biological Diversity (CBD). Under the International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture (the Treaty), germplasm is under the control of the contracting party in the 

list. Access is there but no benefit sharing has resulted. These are supposed to go back to supporting farmers 
in conservation and use. The germplasm is accessed, tweaked and patented, or PVP is placed on it. It is similar 
under national law … The database is extremely dangerous in the context of patent legislation. For example, 
in South Africa, there is no investigation or scrutiny of applications, they are only rubber stamping. In the law, 

the applicant is meant to disclose. But unless there is monitoring we don’t know if there is any biopiracy” 
Mariam Mayet, ACB

Potential benefits Challenges and threats

Wider availability and choice of farmer 
seed, organised sharing of materials.

Financial implications of registration 
– some countries are charging fees in 
US$ and farmers may not be able to 
participate.

Could increase visibility of varieties. Legal procedures could be cumbersome 
or complicated for farmers.

Opportunities for farmers/communities 
to participate in seed trade, and to 
generate potential income.

Potential cost increase to farmers, 
because if they go through the process, 
the end product could carry a higher 
price.

Facilitates documentation and sharing 
of knowledge and information about 
genetic materials and varieties.

Potential loss of social and cultural 
values – can end up only looking at the 
economic aspects.

Promotion and protection of indigenous 
knowledge, and strengthening of farmer 
seed systems.

Problem that can arise due to changing 
gender values from commodification.

Increased participation in processes of 
developing and improving materials .

Risk that registration is not driven 
by farmers themselves, opening 
opportunities for others to come in and 
benefit more.

Other non-monetary benefits, e.g. 
increased availability of materials for 
research and development.
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“Protection against biopiracy is at the core 
of registration, that is, protection against 

misappropriation or theft of genetic resources 
and traditional knowledge. The existing IP system 

does not accommodate non-Western systems of 
knowledge, ownership and access. We need to 
freeze patents on living things. We have been 

importing ideas from outside and it puts us in a 
difficult position.”

Regis Mafuratidze, CTDT Zimbabwe

There are some challenges with defining 
ownership, even with collective ownership. 
Varieties may not be owned by a single farmer 
or community. Some varieties have been under 
the stewardship of multiple communities 
in different places, even crossing national 
boundaries. The varieties may have different 
names and different production histories, 
even when key characteristics are the same. 
What rights would ownership claims through 
registration confer on applying individuals/ 
communities? If registration allows for non-
exclusive ownership, what can prevent large 
companies from taking over a variety with a 
few tweaks?

“There are questions on who owns farmer seeds. 
When we talk of ownership, there is a different 
understanding between Western capitalist and 
customary African society. It becomes difficult 
to define ownership. It doesn’t reflect the true 

character of the notion as it functions in practice, 
or as it should exist to best serve the needs of 
a specific society. Property is an absolute and 

individualist right from the Western viewpoint. It 
confers comprehensive control over a thing.”

Regis Mafuratidze, CTDT Zimbabwe

“Registration should not restrict utilisation 
by other farmers. Modalities will still have 

to be worked out. Utilisation for commercial 
purposes must be based on the informed 

consent of the registering community, that they 
understand the implications and agree.”

Charles Nkhoma, CTDT Zambia

Another area for further consideration is on 
the potential impacts of registration of farmer 
varieties on ecological diversity. On the one 
hand, increasing awareness of the value of 
farmer varieties through registration can 
promote ecological diversity. On the other 
hand, if registration only focuses on a few ‘elite’ 
varieties, this could accelerate the narrowing of 
crops and varieties in use, leading to reduced 
agricultural biodiversity over time.

Ideas for
next steps
Through discussion it became clear that 
registration is a step that farmers may choose 
to follow at some stage in the process of 
enhancing, selecting, maintaining, sharing 
and using their seed. Not all farmers will want 
to go the registration route, and they should 
not be compelled to do so. However, if they do 
wish to do so, national and SADC processes and 
frameworks should remain flexible and open 
to allow for a menu of options. In a number of 
countries, for example Brazil, Nepal and Peru, 
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provision is made for voluntary registration, 
with objectives to: 
• Provide options that are easy, low cost 

and appropriate to the character of these 
varieties.  Document farmers’ varieties and 
knowledge.

• Protect them from biopiracy.
• Facilitate their dissemination at larger scale.

Registration is just one pathway that can 
secure benefits for farmer varieties and 
protect the interests of farmers. Prior or 
parallel to registration, work is still required 
to strengthen and support farmer quality 
control practices for the production of good 
quality seed. This includes legislation and 
regulations to recognise and accommodate 
farmer seed systems and practices, and to 
incorporate farmers’ rights, as well as plans and 
programmes with technical and organisational 
support for in situ maintenance, conservation 
and sustainable use of diverse genetic 
resources.
Suggested activities arising from the meeting 
include focused efforts on recognising and 
strengthening farmer seed practices, as well 
as possible pilots for registration if and where 
farmers are interested in following this option. 

National level activities to inform 
development of guidelines

• Processes should start, and be driven, 
at national level, and in multi-country 
partnerships where possible, and findings 
of this work should inform national and 
regional guidelines.

• Participatory, non-extractive, multi-
stakeholder partnerships to develop and 
pilot framework/guidelines, including 
farmers, seed certification authorities, 
national gene banks, other relevant 
government departments, academia, 
research institutions, NGOs and any other 
relevant stakeholders.

• It is important to involve the real seed 
keepers – the seed custodians, who are often 
grandmothers and not in these meetings – 
in national processes, because they are the 
ones who manage the seeds.

• Awareness building and sensitisation at the 
outset for increased participation and buy-in.

• There were suggestions for the 
establishment of national seed networks to 

guide the process, plan and raise resources
• There were suggestions to establish a 

multidisciplinary and inclusive technical 
committee that could support the process, 
including communities, key actors that 
do technology transfer such as extension, 
institutional organs including research, and 
other relevant actors.

• Materials and expertise exist to carry out 
practical work, such as facilitation and 
identification of key institutions, community 
level seed and materials inventories, 
identification of priority crops to work with, 
defining key traits, materials selection and 
evaluation, and so on.

“We need quality assurance on local seed. 
We should no longer be concerned with hybrid 
seed. Local seed will contribute to food security 

and we need multi-stakeholder research and 
strategy on how to protect local seed.”

Maria Alberto, Ministry of Agriculture and Food 
Security (MASA), Mozambique

“ It is a good starting point to initiate activities 
at national level. If four or five member states 

say this has been done, they can go to the 
region to say this is where we are going.”

Bruce Chulu, SCCI Zambia

Learning and sharing

• Documentation and information sharing, 
ongoing communications.

• In-country workshops for pilot findings to 
assist in formulating process.

• National and regional dialogues and sharing 
of information and experiences.

• Draw on experiences from elsewhere.

Legal and policy frameworks

• Link to international agreements including 
the Treaty, CBD and Nagoya Protocol.

• Issue of registration within existing legal 
frameworks – to be dealt with at national 
level – in existing laws or in separate 
legislation.

• Review policies and laws to recognise and 
accommodate farmer seed systems and 
diverse approaches to quality control.
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Annex 1: Participant list
Name Surname Organisation Country

Benta Cundi UNACA-Confederação Angola

Maria Firmino Action for Rural Development and Environment (ADRA) Angola

Madalena Sanjai National Seed Services (SENSE) Angola

AC da Silva National Seed Service (SENSE) Angola

Abraham Dlamini Ministry of Agriculture – Registrar of Seeds Eswatini

Happy Shongwe Rural Women’s Assembly Eswatini

Setsabile Shiba Baphalali Eswatini Red Cross Society Eswatini

Moliko Lekhera Growing Nations Lesotho

Thabile Maphenchane Southern Mountains Association for Rural Transformation and 
Development – SMARTD Lesotho

Ntsane Matlatsa Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security Lesotho

Godwin Mkamanga Biodiversity Conservation Initiative Malawi
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Name Surname Organisation Country

Chifundo Khokwa SCOPE Malawi Malawi

Bright Phiri Commons for EcoJustice Malawi

Grace Jere Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development Malawi

Maria Alberto National Directorate of Agriculture and Silviculture (DINAS) – 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security (MASA) Mozambique

Claudio Machabana União Nacional de Camponeses (UNAC) Mozambique

Belmira Mondlane Acção Académica Para o Desenvolvimento Das Comunidades 
Rurais (ADECRU) Mozambique

Ruusa Ithete Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Forestry Namibia

Mariam Mayet African Centre for Biodiversity South Africa

Stephen Greenberg African Centre for Biodiversity South Africa

Rutendo Zendah African Centre for Biodiversity South Africa

Motongori Moseti Mtandao wa Vikundi vya Wakulima Tanzania (MVIWATA) Tanzania

Abdallah Mkindi Tanzania Alliance for Biodiversity Tanzania

Bruce Chulu Seed Control and Certification Institute Zambia

Thandie Lupupa SADC Plant Genetic Resources Centre Zambia

Charles Nkhoma Community Technology Development Trust Zambia

Frances Davies Zambia Alliance for Agroecology and Biodiversity (ZAAB) Zambia

Gertrude Jabson PELUM Zimbabwe Zimbabwe

Theophilus Mudzindiko PELUM Zimbabwe Zimbabwe

Claid Mujaju Seed Services Institute Zimbabwe

Regis Mafuratidze Community Technology Development Trust (CTDT) Zimbabwe

Bulisani Ncube Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) Zimbabwe

Juliet Hove La Via Campesina/ZIMSOFF Zimbabwe

Onismus Chipfunde National Gene Bank of Zimbabwe Zimbabwe

Sipiwe Manjengwa CTDT Zimbabwe Zimbabwe

Tambudzai Muchokomori Seed Services Institute Zimbabwe

Necia Mutangabende Seed Services Institute Zimbabwe


