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BACKGROUND
Industrial crop production is of significant environmental concern, with smallholder 
farming systems presenting a possible more sustainable alternative. Local seed systems 
are at the core of smallholder agriculture and have prevailed in the face of climate and 
socio-economic challenges. With a view to understanding the 
resilience of local seed systems, Kudzai Kusena undertook a 
PhD through the Bio-economy Research Chair at the University 
of Cape Town (UCT), studying local seed systems in the Uzumba-
Maramba-Pfungwe (UMP) and Chimanimani Districts of 
Zimbabwe. 

HISTORICAL TRAJECTORIES OF LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS IN ZIMBABWE
1. Early colonial period - traditional agricultural practices provided viable livelihoods for black 

Africans who produced a diversity of traditional crops and caused limited environmental damage. 
2. 1920 - 1980 - modern agricultural practices and policies were introduced, resulting in:  

• Increased vulnerability of smallholder farmers
• Obstruction of the operation of local seed systems 

3. 1980 - 2019 - the deterioration of the economy had serious social  
           impacts and reinforced vulnerabilities of smallholder farming  
           systems.

While traditional seed-related practices are waning, other forms of 
institutional arrangements are emerging, such as seed fairs, field days, 
and community seed banks - providing new platforms for the promotion 
of local seed systems. 

CHARACTERISTICS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO THE 
RESILIENCE OF LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS
1. Multiple options are provided by the diversity of crop types,  
      cropping systems, seed sources, and mediums of seed exchange -  
      raising adaptive capacities. 
2. Farmers have high levels of proficiency concerning seed  
      production, seed selection, and variety maintenance. 
3. Women play an important role as they mainly select seed,  
      thereby shaping the genetic composition of seed in circulation. 
4. Farmers attach multiple values – including those of cultural origin -  
      to their local seeds. Traditional seed is commonly regarded as    
      sacred. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
• The role of women in influencing the resilience of local seed 

systems needs more focus. 
• There is an urgent need for investment and research and 

development that is focused on local seed systems.
• A flexible policy environment, sensitive to smallholder farmers’ 

priorities, is needed.
• Local seed systems deserve greater recognition and support.
• The traditional expertise of smallholder farmers should be 

integrated with modern techniques to manage, improve, and 
preserve the quality of seed circulating in local seed production 
systems.

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE SEED SYSTEM RESILIENCE 

1
Local seed 
systems 
are shaped 
by multiple 
actors with 
diverse views

2
Culture as 
well as seed 
laws and 
interventions 
affect local 
seed systems

3
Seed fairs and 
community seed 
banks advance 
the functioning 
of local seed 
systems

4
Smallholder 
farmers adapt 
external 
factors to 
local realities 
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KEY PRINCIPLES OF RESILIENCE  
IN LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS

This study provides evidence that local seed 
systems have persisted despite adversities 

such as poverty, drought, inequality in 
landownership, and political and economic 
crises. It confirms that local seed systems 
can provide seed and food security safety 

nets during upheavals and highlights 
the limited success of both colonial and 

postcolonial governments to replace 
traditional agricultural practices with 

modern interventions such as hybrid seeds. 
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