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Introduction 
These preliminary comments are made by African civil society, representing smallholder farmers 
across the continent, with the aim to provide substantive inputs towards the development of an 
African Continental Seed Harmonisation (ACSH) initiative. In this way, we aim to support the African 
Union Commission’s (AUC) intention of integration across the continent and leading the way for 
a future of African agriculture, based on agricultural biodiversity, ecological integrity, and Farmers’ 
Rights over the promotion of an industrial agricultural agenda, which has few foreseeable benefits 
for the African continent. We appreciate the opportunity to make inputs into this process, and 
support the AUC in its mission, for ensuring that farmers are centered in these discussions as rights 
holders, and essential to the success of any programme. 

Key recommendations
In terms of procedure and consultations, all online and public meetings must have interpretation 
to cater for anglophone, francophone, and lusophone countries. All reports and documents must be 
translated to cater for all AU languages. It is of paramount importance that this process is inclusive, 
transparent and representative. In order to be fair and equitable, updated draft documents need to 
be circulated in a timely fashion giving adequate time for farmers and civil society to discuss locally, 
and at national and regional levels, ahead of time. Further to this, more farmers need to be involved 
in such processes, not as stakeholders but as rights holders, and be central to any decisions being 
taken on the future of African agriculture. 

In terms of terminology, we suggest the removal of the outdated and patronising term informal 
seed systems and for this to be replaced by the more commonly and accurately referred to term, 
farmer-managed seed systems (FMSS). 

We urge the AUC to use the ACSH as part of the African Continental Free Trade Area (ACfTA) to 
promote African interests over that of global commodity value chains and corporate interests, 
with Africa leading the way and redefining the future of agriculture, built on dignified livelihoods, 
ecological integrity, and African unity. 

We suggest that it is necessary to move beyond simple recognition of FMSS, to use them as 
the vehicle for developing suitable agricultural systems for the continent. This requires the 
implementation of farmers’ rights to ensure viable FMSS, which restore agricultural landscapes, and 
to ensure that there is adequate institutional and other resource support on a sustainable basis, 
particularly in the context of a changing climate, rapid urbanisation, agricultural extraction and 
widespread ecological degradation.  

Legally binding measures must be taken to ensure the implementation and realisation of Farmers’ 
Rights in all legislation that deals with seed. Farmers’ Rights must be understood as part of a bundle 
of rights, as outlined in the United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People 
Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP). The recently released Ad-hoc Technical Expert Working Group 
(AHTEG) Options report based on an inventory of measures/practices to implement farmers’ rights, 
is a useful guide to implement Farmers’ Rights. 



4    HARMONISATION OF SEED LAWS IN AFRICA

It is vital that any national and regional, and indeed continental, seed law or framework must in 
no way hinder or prevent FMSS from functioning, and should go beyond that to ensure they are 
supported and strengthened, serving as the basis of seed production, multiplication and provision. 
All harmonisation efforts currently underway should assure the rights of farmers, and particularly 
the rights of women farmers. What is required are comprehensive and appropriate national and 
regional seed policies that accommodate small-scale farmers’ activities, ensure adequate seed is 
available for local production, protect agricultural biodiversity and support agroecological farming.

Harmonisation of seed laws in Africa – 
regional and continental integration 

Across the continent there have been many efforts to harmonise seed marketing and trade laws 
in regional economic communities (RECs), including: the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS); the Common Market for East and Southern Africa (COMESA); the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC); and the East African Community (EAC). Essentially, these were 
established to ensure the free flow of certified seed trade with and between RECs, and are seen as 
key drivers for agricultural transformation towards industrialised farming systems and expanded 
seed markets for the seed industry. There has also been considerable effort to harmonise laws that 
govern intellectual property over new plant varieties known as plant variety protection (PVP), most 
notably the African Regional Intellectual Property Organisation (ARIPO), the African Intellectual 
Property Organization (OAPI) and the EAC, as well as to harmonise biosafety laws, to further this 
agrarian extractivist agenda.  

It is increasingly widely acknowledged that industrial food systems have devastating ecological 
and social impacts. The COVID-19 pandemic, and other shocks hitting the African continent, such 
as Ebola, the desert locust invasions, and the fall armyworm, point to the increasingly threatening 
interactions between climate change, ecological degradation and agriculture. The key thrust in 
terms of the ACfTA and agricultural policies are to build regional food value chains to replace the 
massive annual food imports. The prioritisation of regional value chains may be an improvement 
on global value chains, but this still does not in itself address a number of critical factors in terms of 
ecological sustainability, social equity, and escalating poverty and hunger.  

The ACfTA was founded in 2018 and came into effect on 30 May 2019. By July 2019, 54 of 55 African 
Union States signed the agreement, of which 31 member states have deposited their instrument of 
ratification, with trade commencing from January 2021. The agreement, embedded in the African 
Union’s (AU) Agenda 2063, initially requires member states to remove tariffs from 90% of goods, yet 
is still under negotiation by the member states. 

The ACfTA has created greater impetus for intra-African trade, and is a central driver of 
industrialisation on the continent. It is with this in mind, that the AU’s African Seed and 
Biotechnology Program (ASBP) has embarked on a mission to establish an ACSH, as a large 
percentage of transactions under the AfCFTA, in continental cross-border trade and commodity 
movements, are expected to emanate from agriculture and particularly of crop and animal 
reproductive materials.1 Although there are many similarities between regional harmonisation 

1.  See AUC/DREA/C/036
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efforts, there are also significant differences, which may create anomalies and confusion, 
particularly in countries that are member states of multiple economic blocs, and hence the AU  
is seeking to harmonise such regional harmonisation efforts. 

Despite the fact that it has been twenty years since the adoption of the AU’s Model Law on the 
Protection of the Rights of Local Communities, Farmers and Breeders and for the Regulations of 
Access to Biological Resources,2 we are witnessing the AU’s position and guidelines on seed and 
expansion of seed trade on the African continent, neglecting and prohibiting small-scale farmers. It 
is clear that the AU has shifted its position, and has been restructured to support private interests 
aligned to the modernist, technologically-driven visions of change and transformation. This 
includes biotechnology companies, agribusiness, and the global neoliberal development agenda. 
The priorities of the AU are most concerning with the African Union’s High-Level Panel of Experts’ 
position on gene drive organisms,3 and its pointedly industrial development agenda, driving the 
decline of Africa’s ecological and economic base. 

This submission aims to highlight some key concerns regarding the ACSH, as part of harmonising 
efforts’ deeply exclusive and problematic seed, PVP and biosafety laws. While separate laws and 
regulations govern these regimes, they are inextricably linked, and particularly due to the plans 
in the pipeline to develop a continental-wide PVP Protocol, based on the International Union for 
the Protection for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) 1991, long-criticised as being 
inappropriate for African agricultural systems, and biosafety harmonisation frameworks promoting 
the entry of risky biotechnology onto unknowing African farmers. Therefore, we aim to provide 
substantive inputs towards building an African agricultural and food system centered around 
agricultural biodiversity, ecological integrity, and farmers’ rights4 rather than the promotion of an 
industrial agricultural agenda, which has few foreseeable benefits for the African continent. 

Concerns with current harmonised  
seed laws on the continent

The orientation of the SADC, ECOWAS, COMESA and EAC regional harmonisation efforts are aimed 
towards facilitating the trade in seed across national borders and expand seed markets in the 
region. The focus of both national and regional seed regulations has solely been in the formal 
seed sector, neglecting and, at the same time, prohibiting the historical and current role played by 
farmer seed systems, which provide the majority of seed for use in food production. Indeed, regional 
harmonisation efforts are entrenching industrial agriculture and corporate capture of African food 
and seed systems, framed to promote trade of high yielding seed varieties and related inputs, based 
on their distinctness, uniformity and stability (DUS). This narrow focus on yield and productivity and 
the lack of acknowledgement of the multifunctional nature of genetic resources and agriculture 
in Africa has resulted in seed and genetic erosion and loss of resilience. With a focus on cash crops, 

2.  https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/oau/oau001en.pdf
3.  https://www.nepad.org/publication/gene-drives-malaria-control-and-elimination-africa
4.  As articulated under the ITPGRFA, in Article 9 on Farmers Rights, contracting parties: 1) recognise the enormous contribution that local 

and indigenous communities and farmers of all regions of the world, particularly from centres of origin and crop diversity, have made and 
continue to make to the conservation and development of plant genetic resources of food and agriculture, which forms the basis of food 
and agriculture production throughout the world; 2) will take measures to protect and promote Farmers’ Rights, including: a) to protect 
traditional knowledge relevant to PGRFA,  b) the right to equitably share benefits arising from the utilisation of PGRFA, c) and the right 
to participate in decision making on matters relating to the conservation and sustainable use of PGRFA; as well as 3) protect the right of 
farmers to save, use, exchange and sell farm-saved seed/propagating material, subject to national law and as appropriate.
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which leave farmers as price-takers in highly volatile commodity markets, this model reduces crop 
biodiversity and therefore dietary diversity, with significant negative impacts on local food and 
nutritional security, socio-economic systems, health, social justice, environment and culture.

Harmonisation efforts centre on three core aspects: variety testing, registration and release; seed 
certification; and phytosanitary measures. The SADC and COMESA systems stipulate that once a 
variety has been released in two member states, the variety can be included in their regional variety 
catalogue, and, in this event, will be deemed to be registered in all member states that have signed 
onto and accepted the harmonisation process. The EAC and ECOWAS seed trade regulations require 
a variety to be released in one member state only, before it can be made available for regional 
trade. The ecological and agronomic soundness of testing a seed variety in one member state for 
subsequent release in the sub-region, let alone across the second largest continent in the world, 
is highly questionable. Member states do not have the same agroecological conditions. Indeed, 
these differ vastly across: ecosystems; ecological zones; soil types; biodiversity; and insect, pest and 
disease regimes within one country, let alone across the entire region. Furthermore, such regulations 
undermine the sovereignty of member states to require national testing before any variety is 
released onto the commercial market at the national level.

The exclusive focus on the formal seed system will have long-term implications on the regions’ seed 
and food sectors. It will narrow both the range of genetic and agricultural diversity available on the 
market and in the fields, and the number of players involved in seed production and trade. Strict 
certification standards set by these regional harmonisation frameworks create further barriers 
for farmer varieties and seed, and for small-scale seed producers to enter both the national and 
regional seed markets. The high costs involved, together with intensive labour demands based on 
international standards, make it difficult to certify and trade in seed, both nationally and regionally. 

Most countries that are part of the RECs have modelled their seed laws on international  
standards and thus insist that only seed that has been certified under these or similar standards 
may be marketed.5 Consequently, these countries criminalise the sale and even the exchange of 
farmers’ varieties, thereby criminalising the very foundations that hold up and support FMSS. 
Traditionally, due to their heterogeneity and adaptability, landrace varieties have been unable 
to satisfy formal DUS and Value for Cultivation and Use (VCU) tests. The SADC is the only REC to 
provide for the registration of landrace varieties. This provision opens new avenues for farmers’ 
varieties to become part of the commercial seed sector and eligible for regional trade. It provides the 
opportunity for recognition of farmer varieties and the role played by farmers in maintaining such 
varieties, as well as agricultural biodiversity and food availability, but our concerns remain that the 
imperatives underpinning such registration are within the commercial seed sector and value chains. 
It remains to be seen how this system will be operationalised and who will ultimately benefit from 
this process.

Commercial seed laws typically embody stringent rules and standards, which lock out smallholder 
farmers regarding experimentation and innovation, as they are not concerned with in-situ, context-
specific seed improvement needs. It expressly supports specialisation, i.e. bringing farmers into the 
system as seed producers who must comply with the requirements of the Regulations and focus 

5.  The international standards for seed certification including: the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 
Schemes for the Varietal Certification or the Control of Seed Moving in International Trade; the International Seed Testing Association 
(ISTA), which develops and publishes international rules for seed testing and certification and offers an accreditation programme for seed 
laboratories; and the International Union for the Protection for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), which lists the criteria 
for the protection of new plant varieties and the rights conferred on the breeder of a protected variety. UPOV also determines guidelines 
for DUS criteria and the VCU tests.
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solely on seed production. This separates input supply and output into discrete areas of work. The 
focus on specific breeds and monoculture varieties, which support the industrialised agricultural 
model and large-scale production of processed foods, and have led to increased use of fertiliser and 
pesticides, fails to consider the dynamism that characterises FMSS. 

The ECOWAS Seed Regulations, SADC technical guidelines, COMESA’s harmonisation seed regulatory 
system, and the EAC’s regional seed harmonisation programme, all exist within dualistic seed 
systems, with a miniscule, highly formalised commercial sector and a much more significant, 
unsupported farmer-managed sector that produces most of seed and food consumed in all regions. 
These frameworks do not address farmer-managed systems that provide most seed, where the 
diversity and resilience are to be found, but impacts hugely on this system. 

Farmers require access to good quality seed in sufficient quantities at the right time, but it is highly 
questionable and indeed disputed whether these harmonised formal systems, which tend to 
support large-scale seed corporations, are suitable or appropriate for the seed needs in the region. 
Currently, by far the majority of seed is provided through farmer seed networks, and it is therefore 
the FMSS that should be protected, strengthened and supported, including farmer-led quality 
control systems.

An African Continental Seed Harmonisation: 
key concerns and recommendations

Essentially the ACSH aims to harmonise seed harmonisation efforts across the African continent. 
Centrally, the ACSH intends to adopt common quality assurance protocols and related legislative 
frameworks to enhance the goal of food and nutritional security and poverty elimination. Yet, 
despite over 90% of seed on the continent being sourced through FMSS, including local markets 
(often referred to as the informal seed sector), which therefore provide the base for food and 
nutritional security to the African population, the ACSH focuses exclusively on private sector growth, 
seed certification, and restrictive quality controls. 

Procedural concerns

There are grave concerns about the process being undertaken to develop a continental-wide seed 
harmonisation approach. While civil society appreciates being invited to participate in a consultative 
workshop held on 9 April 2021, it must be noted that there was neither French nor Portuguese 
interpretation. This severely limits the ability of African countries and peoples from participating 
on such a platform, and therefore this consultation needs to be repeated in those languages to 
allow for greater participation. Within this consultation, farmer organisations expressed the need  
for more farmers to be involved in such processes, not as stakeholders but as rights holders, and be 
central to any decisions being taken on the future of African agriculture. 

Going forward, we require that all online and public meetings have interpretation to cater for 
anglophone, francophone, and lusophone countries. All reports and documents must be translated 
to cater for all AU languages. It is of paramount importance that this process is inclusive, 
transparent and representative. In order to be fair and equitable, updated draft documents need to 
be circulated in a timely fashion, giving adequate time for farmers and civil society to discuss locally, 
and at national and regional levels, ahead of time. 
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Lack of articulation on farmers’ rights and agricultural biodiversity

The ACSH is essentially following the same path as other RECs seeking to harmonise seed 
regulations to promote regional trade. African civil society organisations have a long history of 
actively participating in discussions on seed law and policy, both national and regionally across 
the continent, and have made significant contributions, thereby ensuring civil society, and most 
importantly smallholder farmers, are informed and participate in these discussions and understand 
the implications such seed laws may have on their livelihoods.6 Principally, seed, PVP, and biosafety 
laws are designed to facilitate the registration, multiplication, and trade in improved seed varieties, 
and protect the rights of breeders, and the seed, agrochemical, and biotechnology industry, which 
collectively make up a regulatory system that entrenches corporate control over the entire seed 
supply chain. 

International Treaties, Conventions and Protocols as mentioned in the Inception Report provided by 
the consultant, are motivating for a new direction for agricultural development on the continent. 
Under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the role of agricultural biodiversity, and the 
linkage between agriculture and biodiversity are crucial in realising any of the current goals and 
targets, particularly in the development of the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework.7 Under 
the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA), the AHTEG 
on Farmers’ Rights has been developing an Options document to support the implementation of 
farmers’ rights, essential to realising the right to food and nutrition, particularly for Africa.8

While the Inception report mentions briefly the role of the informal seed sector (as mentioned, 
an outdated term that would be more appropriately referred to as farmer-managed seed systems 
– FMSS) and farmers’ rights, there is no articulation on how to realise the rights of farmers, in the 
context of a changing climate, rapid urbanisation, agricultural extraction and widespread ecological 
degradation. The ACSH rather focuses on industrial seed systems, which require excessive synthetic 
agrochemical inputs; minimal and poorly paid labour; massive land-use change; and ecological 
simplification, resulting in widespread soil infertility; displacement of locally adapted and adaptable 
seed; loss of agricultural biodiversity and biodiversity more broadly; pollution; and in many cases, 
accelerating food and nutrition insecurity.9 

The ACSH, much like other RECs and national agricultural policies, indiscriminately promotes seed 
sector expansion and the accessibility of improved seed to solve food and nutritional insecurity on 
the continent, with no evidence being provided to support this approach. Globally, and across the 
continent, we are witnessing extensive calls for the rapid reorientation of the agricultural and food 
system, towards agrobiodiversity embedded in local seed and food systems, due to the corrosive 
effect seed laws and policies have had on the ability to realise the right to food and nutrition,10 and 
the future of food production. 

6.  See https://www.acbio.org.za/sites/default/files/documents/Harmonisation_report.pdf ; https://www.acbio.org.za/sites/default/files/
documents/The%20Arusha%20Protocol%20and%20Regulations%20Institutionalising%20UPOV%201991%20in%20African%20seed%20
systems%20and%20laws%20REPORT.pdf; https://acbio.org.za/acbio/web/sites/default/files/documents/The%20SADC%20PVP%20
Protocol-Blueprint%20for%20uptake%20of%20UPOV%201991%20in%20Africa%20REPORT_0.pdf

7.  See CBD/SBSTTA/24/3
8.  See IT/GB-9/AHTEG-FR-4/21/2
9.  See https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/handle/10568/75659/UniformityToDiversity_FullReport.pdf?sequence=1%26isAllowed=y ; 

https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/file_attachments/hidden_hunger_in_south_africa_0.pdf; http://www.
srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20091021_report-ga64_seed-policies-and-the-right-to-food_en.pdf

10.  https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/files/state-rtfn-report_2020_eng_0.pdf ; https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/
handle/10568/75659/UniformityToDiversity_FullReport.pdf?sequence=1%26isAllowed=y
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Therefore, it is with this in mind that this discussion document aims to provide substantive inputs 
to the development of the ACSH, to support the AUC’s intention of integration across the continent, 
and leading the way for a future of African agriculture. We therefore urge the AUC to use the ACSH 
as part of the ACfTA to promote African interests over that of global commodity value chains and 
corporate interests, with Africa leading the way and redefining the future of agriculture, built on 
dignified livelihoods, ecological integrity, and African unity. 

We suggest that it is necessary to move beyond simple recognition of FMSS, and to use them 
as the vehicle for developing suitable agricultural systems for the continent. This requires the 
implementation of farmers’ rights to ensure viable FMSS, which restore agricultural landscapes, and 
to ensure that there is adequate institutional and other resource support on a sustainable basis.

In terms of the technical, legal and administrative measures to implement and realise farmers’ 
rights, this may take a number of avenues. The Options paper being discussed at the next AHTEG on 
farmers’ rights in May, contains the inputs by farmer experts, which goes beyond simple recognition 
of the right of farmers to save, use, exchange and sell seed, but encompasses inputs into what a 
legally binding framework for the implementation of Farmers’ Rights should entail. This includes 
that Farmers’ Rights are understood as part of a bundle of rights, as outlined in the UNDROP,11 and 
legally binding measures must be taken to ensure the implementation and realisation of Farmers’ 
Rights in all legislation that deals with seed. This was reiterated during the recent consultation on 
peasant seed systems in Niamey, Niger, in April 2021, with small-scale farmers calling for States’ 
obligation to: 
• Take appropriate measures to recognise, respect and protect farmers seed systems for the survival 

of humanity and their contributions to the preservation and development of plant and animal 
diversity; 

• To recognise and support peasant agroecology as essential for food sovereignty;   
• To recognise the important, resilience and virtues of diverse, nutritious, local food systems, 

particularly in light of the COVID-19 pandemic; 
• To adopt and implement a legal framework for the protection of peasant seed systems in all 

countries and at regional level, in accordance with obligations under relevant international legal 
instruments such as the ITPGRFA, the UNDROP, and the CBD and the Nagoya Protocol; 

• To reorient seed, agricultural and food policies towards peasant agroecology, and peasant 
organisations; 

• Ensure digital sequencing information is recognised as PGR and prohibit patents on genetic 
sequences; 

• Strengthen the capacity of agricultural research on scientific developments to preserve the gains 
on farmers’ rights in the negotiations; 

• Support the ITPGRFA focal points in the implementation of the ITPGRFA; 
• Demand specific national consultations on peasant seed systems; 
• Recognise specific criteria of farmers and indigenous peoples and their mechanisms for 

guaranteeing the quality of seed for their free circulation; 
• Guarantee the effective participation of farmers in national, sub-regional and international 

decision-making processes; 
• Support the dissemination of seed, knowledge and farmers’ innovations for the benefit of 

communities; and 
• Protect peasant seed systems against the release of GMOs and hazardous new biotechnologies. 

11.  See A_HRC_RES_39_12-EN, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1650694#record-files-collapse-header
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With regard to regional and sub-regional institutions, including the AU, peasant farmers call  
on them to recognise and protect farmers’ rights and farmers’ seed systems in community law,  
and support the initiatives of farmers’ organisations at regional level working to advance  
farmers’ agroecology.12 

The realisation of Farmers’ Rights is of paramount importance for sustainable agriculture and 
resilient food systems globally and for farmers themselves to sustain and improve their livelihoods 
and increase their resilience to external shocks. Farmers’ rights must be understood and promoted 
as a bundle of rights that are mutually supportive. In the AHTEG Options report based on an 
inventory of measures/practices to implement farmers’ rights, 11 options have been included but  
not limited to:13

1. Recognition of local and indigenous communities’, farmers’ contributions to conservation and 
sustainable use of PGRFA, such as awards for and recognition of custodian/guardian farmers; 

2. Financial contributions to support farmers conservation and sustainable use of PGRFA, such as 
contributions to benefit-sharing funds; 

3. Approaches to encourage income-generating activities to support farmers’ conservation and 
sustainable use of PGRFA; 

4. Catalogues, registries and other forms of documentation of PGRFA, and protection of traditional 
knowledge; 

5. In-situ/on farm conservation and management of PGRFA, such as social and cultural measures, 
community biodiversity management and conservation sites;

6. Facilitation of farmers’ access to a diversity of PGRFA through community seed banks, seed 
networks and other measures improving farmers’ choices of a wider diversity of PGRFA; 

7. Participatory approaches to research on PGRFA, including characterisation and evaluation, 
participatory plant breeding and variety selection; 

8. Farmers’ participation in decision-making at local, national, sub-regional, regional and 
international levels; 

9. Training, capacity development and public awareness creation; 
10. Legal measures for the implementation of Farmers’ Rights, such as legislative measures related 

to PGRFA; 
11. Other measures/practices. 

Specific approaches that may be taken to support the above-mentioned measures include:
1. Forms of collective ownership over genetic resources that allow for continued free sharing and 

exchange of these resources at farmers’ disposal; 
2. Participatory plant breeding and participatory variety selection;
3. Recognition of diverse farmer-based quality control practices and simple, affordable means of 

sharing (of what farmers can do that does not involve a lot of training and external intervention); 
4. Documentation and sharing of key farmer-based quality control practices and techniques;
5. Facilitating markets for farmer seed; in particular, public procurement of diverse crops for food 

and nutrition security programmes;
6. Stimulating local markets through infrastructure support and promotion/advertising of 

diverse crops and farmer seed, e.g. nutrition information, processing methods, and recipes and 
preparation advice.

7. Quality control and assurance to be voluntary for smallholder farmers for commercial (local, 
solidarity and circular) and non-commercial production. Women traditionally manage seed 
in farmer systems and could play a central role in developing and sharing knowledge and 

12.  Final Niamey Declaration of the consultation between actors for the recognition of peasant seed systems in West Africa, 8 April 2021 in 
Niamey, Niger.

13.  See IT/GB-8/AHTEG-FR-2/19/Report
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techniques. Demonstration plots with lead farmers and experiential learning techniques, and 
farmer field schools/farmer seed schools, are key methods.

In this way, governments would then ensure that adequate resources are provided to FMSS and 
biodiverse agroecological food and farming systems, rather than solely using the formal seed  
sector to funnel farmers into global commodity markets, which do little to secure seed and 
nutritional security. 

It is important for the African continent to reintroduce biodiversity buffers through the use of 
widely genetically diverse and heterogeneous seeds, with livestock and crops reproducing on-site, 
thereby harnessing diversity, passing immune capacities to the next generation, and increasing pest 
and disease resistance. It is crucial that local food security and nutrition are based on diverse and 
nutritious local varieties and crop wild relatives that harbour genetic adaptations to drought, pest 
and disease, grown with fewer resources and in harsh environments, drawing on the experience of 
small-scale farmers in the region and the formidable expertise and experience in the public sector 
across the continent. The resulting genetic diversity will help African countries to contend with the 
projected risks and increasingly uncertain and variable climatic patterns and pandemics. 

The African continent is incredibly vast and diverse ecologically and culturally, yet there is little 
discussion on how any continental variety catalogue may consider such diverse and distinct 
agroecological zones, and how farmers will be protected if seed fails to germinate and produce 
effectively. There is no discussion on how farmers will be protected against the misappropriation of 
their seed and traditional knowledge, which is a great oversight in this incredibly biodiverse region 
on the world. 

It is vital that any national and regional, and indeed continental, seed laws must in no way hinder 
or prevent farmer-seed systems from functioning, and should go beyond that to ensure they are 
supported and strengthened, serving as the basis of seed production, multiplication and provision. 

The recently-adopted UNDROP should be another key guide in pursuing a rights-based approach 
to agricultural and food system development in terms of continental development approaches. 
Furthermore, specifically in relation to seed, genetic diversity and intellectual property, Article 
19 of the UNDROP provides further particular guidance with regard to rights in relation to seed; 
genetic diversity; traditional knowledge; benefit sharing for the use of plant genetic resources 
for food and agriculture; and decision making, as well as the rights of peasants and other rural 
people to maintain, control, protect and develop their own seeds and traditional knowledge, and 
the prerogative for the state to support these systems financially, through research and so on. 
Where states do consider seed policies, plant variety protection and other intellectual property 
laws, they must take into account and respect the rights, needs and realities of peasants and other 
people working in rural areas. The UNDROP must be a guiding framework on these matters – 
indeed, no African country voted against the approval of the Declaration at the UN, and so such a 
recommendation made here should not be seen as controversial. 

All harmonisation efforts currently underway should assure the rights of farmers, and particularly 
the rights of women farmers. What is required are comprehensive and appropriate national and 
regional seed policies that accommodate small-scale farmers’ activities, ensure adequate seed is 
available for local production, protect agricultural biodiversity and support agroecological farming.

We look forward to continuing our engagement and strengthening African unity and collaboration, 
for a future that benefits Africa and African farmers. 
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