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BACKGROUND
Globally, industrial crop production practices are 
of significant environmental concern, with some 
studies suggesting that smallholder farming 
systems could provide a more sustainable 
alternative. Local seed systems are at the core 
of smallholder agriculture, accounting for 60-
100% of planting material. Such systems have 
prevailed in the face of climate change and socio-
economic challenges, however, there is a limited 
understanding of how local seed systems, which 
are typically characterised as inefficient, persist in 
the face of adversities. 

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, studying the local seed systems 
of smallholder farming communities in Uzumba-Maramba-Pfungwe (UMP) and Chimanimani Districts 
in Zimbabwe. Field work informing the study was conducted between 2015 and 2017. A total of 217 
smallholder farmers and 10 key informants were interviewed; and 60 sorghum seed samples (farmers’ 
varieties) were collected and analysed for germination, purity, and fungal incidence. 

UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORICAL TRAJECTORIES OF LOCAL SEED 
SYSTEMS IN ZIMBABWE
1. During the early colonial period, traditional agricultural practices and crop cultivation were viable 

livelihoods. Black Africans produced a large diversity of traditional crops, sufficient to both feed 
themselves and generate an income. During this period, the African farmers used practices such as 
shifting and slash-and-burn agriculture and utilised basic implements such as hoes, machetes, and 
axes to till the land. These methods caused limited damage to the environment, therefore African 
societies during early colonial times could be described as environmentally conscious.

2. The period between 1920 and 1980 marks the development of modern agricultural practices and 
policies. The traditional seed systems and smallholder farming practices in black African societies 
were restricted, disrupted, and in some cases, outlawed. A series of developmental phases resulted 
in the following: 
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• the vulnerability of African smallholder farmers increased;
• the capacity of smallholder farmers to develop their traditional agriculture systems was 

undermined; and
• the operation of local seed systems was obstructed.

3. The period from 1980 to 2019 was characterised by the deterioration of the economy which had 
serious social impacts and reinforced vulnerabilities, further undermining the development of 
smallholder farming systems.

This study provides evidence that traditional agricultural 
practices such as 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 provided seed and 
food security safety nets during the economic, political, 
and ecological upheavals that have characterised 
Zimbabwe’s colonial and postcolonial history. It 
also highlights the limited success of both colonial 
and postcolonial governments to replace traditional 
agricultural practices with modern practices such as 
improved, hybrid seeds.

The findings from this study show that history 
profoundly influences the social and ecological factors 
affecting local seed systems. Although traditional 
cultural practices to sustain local seed systems are 
waning, other forms of institutional arrangements 
are emerging, such as seed fairs, field days, and 
community seed banks. These activities have provided 
new platforms that promote local seed systems1. 
Formal seed systems do not offer such opportunities, 
as they operate in a rigid, predetermined and highly 
regulated manner.

1It should be noted that an increased focus on local seed markets may conflict with traditional views which hold that seeds are common 
heritage assets that should be openly exchanged among farmers.
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CHARACTERISTICS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO THE RESILIENCE OF LOCAL 
SEED SYSTEMS
Smallholder management practices, crop diversity and culture are important response strategies to the 
vulnerabilities of local seed systems. The four findings described below help to understand how local 
seed systems persist in the face of adversities.

1. Multiple options are provided by the diversity of crop types, cropping systems, seed sources, and 
mediums of seed exchange in the study sites. The diversity of these options plays a vital role in 
advancing smallholder farming systems’ adaptive capacities in a constrained environment. 

2. Smallholder farmers in the study sites demonstrated high levels of proficiency concerning seed 
production, seed selection, and variety maintenance. This assisted with the development of local 
varieties adapted to the community’s complex social and ecological needs. 

3. Women play a very important role in local seed systems as they are the ones selecting seed, thereby 
shaping the genetic composition of traditional varieties circulating in the local seed systems. 

4. Farmers attach multiple values – including those of cultural origin - to their local seeds, making 
traditional seed sacred and worthy of preserving. 

ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE THE 
RESILIENCE OF LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS
This study identified the key actors in the operation of local seed systems in Chimanimani and UMP 
Districts and explored how they shape different processes and outcomes in local seed systems. These 
are listed below.

1 Multiple actors with diverse interests and worldviews operate in local seed systems, 
some with conflicting and some with complementing interests.

2 Seed laws, seed intervention programmes, and culture influence smallholder farmers' 
local seed systems.

3 Emerging community-based seed interventions such as seed fairs and community seed 
banks are advancing the functioning of local seed systems. 

4
Smallholder farmers are at the centre, interpreting and translating all external factors 
presented by various actors and adapting them to social and ecological realities at the 
local level. 
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KEY PRINCIPLES OF RESILIENCE IN LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS
This study identified a number of key principles which support resilience, including those listed below: 

UNDERSTANDING THE QUALITY OF SEEDS CIRCULATING IN THE LOCAL 
SEED SYSTEMS

The sorghum seed collected during the study was tested for seed purity, germination rate, seed vigour, 
moisture, and fungal incidence. These tests confirmed that the local seed systems in the study areas 
provided good-quality, fungal-free seed.  Local seed systems channel seeds of good quality and at 
comparable levels to the set certification standards. Such systems present opportunities to deliver seed, 
food, and nutritional security in sub-Saharan Africa and have the potential to provide solutions that are 
resilient to changing climates.

Diversity

Learning

Connectivity

Participation

Feedbacks

Systems 
perspectives
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

• The role of women in influencing the resilience of local seed systems needs more focus in future 
studies. Sometimes, commercialisation means that men take over. If this should happen to rural 
seed systems, their resilience might be impacted. 

• There is an urgent need to provide investment and undertake research and development based on 
farmer-led seed systems.

• There is a need to build a flexible policy environment that is sensitive to smallholder farmers’ 
needs by encouraging the participation of affected communities and genuinely incorporating local 
experiences, views and practice in policy development, planning, and implementation. 

• Local seed systems deserve greater recognition and support from governments and other 
relevant players in crop production to develop a tailored and appropriate seed system that meets 
smallholder farmers’ ever-evolving needs.

• The existing traditional expertise of smallholder farmers should be harnessed, expanded, 
and integrated with modern techniques to manage, improve, and preserve the quality of seed 
circulating in local seed production systems.
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