
What we do  
FAO’s work to improve farmers’ access to quality 
seeds addresses the needs for enhanced productivity 
and nutrition, especially in response to climate 
change and population increase. It seeks to make 
available the widest possible diversity of well-
adapted varieties. The interventions target the 
informal and formal seed delivery systems, and 
recognize the role of both the public and private 
sectors. FAO therefore works with government 
agencies, research and breeding institutions, seed 
enterprises and community-based organizations in 
the development and operation of a sustainable seed 
sector value chain.

FAO assists member countries in formulating 
and implementing seed policies and legislation to 
enhance seed delivery systems. Typically, policies 
and laws cover variety registration and release, plant 
variety protection, seed production, quality control, 
seed certification system, packaging and labelling, 
marketing and biosafety. FAO also works at the 
regional level to harmonize national seed regulatory 
frameworks in order to facilitate cross-border 
movement of seeds and provide a broader market 
for seed enterprises and more choices for farmers. 
On average, FAO supports more than 30 countries 
annually in raising the quality of the seeds used 
by farmers by strengthening national capacities to 
develop and implement internationally agreed quality 

assurance regimes. Enhancing the quality of seeds 
can increase crop yields. For example, in six countries 
of Central America, yields of the staple crops – beans 
and maize – increased between 30 and 100 percent 
between 2010 and 2014 following the establishment 
of 29 community-level, small-scale seed enterprises. 

FAO assists its member countries in developing and 
improving national or sub-national programmes 
for seed production by strengthening national seed 
laboratories, training seed experts, organizing the 
variety release systems, and preparing national or 
regional variety catalogues. 

FAO also supports community-based seed production 
and distribution channels to supplement the formal 
seed sector and ensure that small-scale farmers have 
access to quality seeds of the most suitable varieties 
in their communities. Most of the seeds accessed 

Seeds are the foundation for agriculture. Access to quality seeds of crop varieties that 
are adapted to the needs and production systems of farmers is an essential feature 
of sustainable crop production. A sustainable seed system ensures that farmers have 
timely access to affordable quality seeds and planting materials of the most suitable 
crop varieties.

Sustainable seed systems
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through the informal system are within crop groups 
that are not of commercial interest to the private 
sector, the bulk of which constitutes important 
food security crops, such as cassava, cowpeas, open 
pollinated maize, sweet potato and yams. 

FAO undertakes the rehabilitation of national seed 
systems after natural disasters and civil strife.  
Such seed security assessments are the basis 
for defining intervention strategies. FAO supplies 
quality seeds of appropriate varieties, in an average 
of 20 countries annually. This helps to ensure that 
affected and displaced households can resume and 
increase agricultural production more rapidly thereby 
reducing the dependence on food aid. 

Understanding the context
Farmers, especially small-scale farmers in 
developing countries, often lack or have limited 
access to affordable, quality seeds and planting 
materials of crop varieties that are adapted to 
their production systems and growing conditions. 
This is due to a lack of supply as well as inefficient 
distribution, inadequate quality assurance systems, 
and bottlenecks caused by inadequate policies. 

Therefore, smallholder farmers very often must 
rely on their own seeds, or seeds of uncertain origin 
without any quality control scheme, to meet their 
needs. In some countries, well over 70 percent of 
seeds, even of major crops, are managed within the 
informal seed system. 

If seeds are of poor quality, there are higher rates of 
crop failure, losses due to pests and diseases as well 
as lower yields.  Given the uncertainties of climate 
change, sustainable seed systems must ensure 
that farmers’ changing needs form the breeding 
objectives of research institutions so as to develop 
the most suitable and well adapted varieties. 
Through efficient seed production and distribution 
systems, farmers can take advantage of the benefits 
of well adapted varieties. 

Countries need responsive mechanisms (including 
different forms and scales of seed enterprises and 
community-based production and distribution 
systems) for ensuring that farmers have access to 
quality seeds and planting materials of crop varieties 
that are adapted to their needs. The key roles of 
the public and private sectors in the operation of 
successful seed value chains, i.e. variety development 
and release, seed production, quality assurance and 
delivery, must be recognized and supported.  
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