
Many poor and marginalized farmers in eastern 

and southern Africa depend on maize for their 

livelihoods. Isolated from main market centers, 

these smallholder farmers recycle their seed, 

growing the same low-yielding varieties they 

have grown for years–varieties that barely yield 

enough for the farming family to survive. Yet 

there is hope for improvement: newer and better 

seed varieties can increase maize yields and 

withstand harsh conditions, such as drought. 

The difficulty is in getting the seed from labs and 

research fields into farmers’ hands.

Reforming seed sector policies 
for livelihood improvement in 
eastern and southern Africa
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 In 2007 the International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center (CIMMYT), with the Drought 
Tolerant Maize for Africa Project, conducted a 
study of nearly all (98%) seed providers in nine 
eastern and southern African countries. The study 
confirmed what many African farmers, seed 
providers, and researchers already knew: long and 
complicated variety release procedures and restrictive 
international trade regulations hinder seed policy 
development in these countries and prevent farmers 
from getting the seed they need.

Variety release constraints
Many factors contribute to the unfavorable seed 
sector that currently exists in eastern and southern 
Africa, but lengthy delays in variety release set 
farmers back the most. It takes up to 10 years for a 
new variety to be approved and made available to 
farmers in significant quantities, which hurts even 
those farmers who have frequent and reliable access 
to seed providers. 

In all surveyed countries beside South Africa, a new 
variety undergoes two official trials: the National 
Performance Trial (NPT) where the variety is tested in 
several locations throughout the country for two to three 
years, and the Distinctness, Uniformity and Stability 
(DUS) test. Insufficient amounts of breeder seed (seed 
with the exact genetic code of a new variety), limited 
resources, and poor trial performance due to stresses 
such as drought lengthen the time it takes to complete 
these required national tests. Additionally, breeders must 
pay a fee for each test before their new variety can be 
released. Though prices vary, the average range per entry 
is between USD 1,000 to USD 1,500. 

Even after the tests are successfully completed and 
results are approved by a national variety release 
committee, seed can not be sold to farmers until the 
Minister for Agriculture (the title differs according to 



country) officially announces the variety release. 
This can cause a delay of up to a year. Generally, it 
takes between two and seven years to have a variety 
released with a possible two to four additional years 
before farmers have access to seed in significant 
quantities. The latter delays can be attributed to a 
lack of farmer awareness of the new variety, and 
seed shortage.  

Trade-related challenges
Many countries in eastern and southern Africa are 
barred from international seed trade, a significant 
setback for seed sector development. This is because 
for seed to move across country borders it must be 
approved by an internationally recognized quality 
control organization, such as the International 
Seed Testing Association or the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development. Seed 
companies located in countries with accredited 

seed testing laboratories have a competitive edge 
in international trade, since customers are assured 
of seed quality. Unfortunately, most laboratories in 
eastern and southern Africa lack such accreditation. 
Also hindering  the region’s international trade are 
lengthy and cumbersome importation procedures 
and unfavorable taxation. 

Solutions
We believe that when regulations and policies 
governing maize seed sectors in the region are 
reformed, variety release and approval processes 
will be more straight-forward and shorter; seed 
producers will increase their efficiency and supply 
more affordable seed; farmers will have greater 
access to yield-improving maize varieties and grow 
more maize; and citizens will ultimately enjoy better 
food security.  To reach this point, we propose the 
following policy actions:

Estimated maize seed supply and need in eastern and southern Africa.

 Improved OPV maize seed sales Hybrid
 Maize area   (1,000 t)  maize seed Adoption Adjusted
 (1990-2007 Estimated    sales  in rate 2006/07 Adoption rate in
 average in  seed need    2006/07 (as % of 2006/07 (as %
Region/country 106 ha) (1,000 t)1 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 (1,000 t) maize area)2 of maize area)3

Eastern Africa 6.6 161.8 4.0 3.5 11.1 42.0 33 (23) 37
 Ethiopia 1.7 42.4 0.4 0.4 2.0 6.2 19 (8) 21
 Kenya 1.6 38.9 0.6 0.1 1.7 26.3 72 (71) 74
 Tanzania 2.6 64.0 0.6 2.0 3.9 7.3 18 (4) 22
 Uganda 0.7 16.5 2.3 1.0 3.5 2.2 35 (9) 54

Southern Africa 5.4 133.4 9.3 9.8 12.0 38.5 38 (28) 52
 Angola 0.8 19.3 0.8 0.1 0.8 0.2 5 (12) 10
 Malawi 1.4 35.3 5.2 4.5 5.4 2.5 22 (14) 50
 Mozambique 1.2 30.3 1.2 2.2 3.1 0.2 11 (9) 22
 Zambia 0.6 14.1 0.3 1.0 0.5 9.7 73 (23) 81
 Zimbabwe 1.4 34.4 1.8 2.1 2.2 25.9 80 (82) 93
Regional total/av. 12.0 295.1 13.3 13.3 23.1 80.5 35 (26) 44

Note: 1 Estimate based on area and planting rate of 25 kgha-1.
 2 In parentheses are figures observed in 1997 by Hassan et al. (2001). Only seed sales in 2006/07 were used in the estimation.
 3 Adjusted for OPV sales in 2004/05, 2005/06 and 2006/07 assuming that similar quantities purchased in the first two years
   were recycled in 2006/07. That is, total improved OPV seed planted is aggregated over 2004/05, 2005/06 and 2006/07. Notice
   that total area under improved maize varieties is 4.2 million ha (0.92 million ha under OPV) before and 5.3 million ha (2 million
   ha under OPV) after adjustment with previously purchased OPV seed.
Sources: DTMA seed sector survey, 2007; Hassan et al. (2001); FAOSTAT (2007)



1) Improve national seed laws and regulations. 
Only a few countries have an effective framework 
to handle dealers of counterfeit and sub-standard 
seed. Laws and penalties strong enough to deter 
offenders need to be enacted in every country to 
reduce the sale of fake seed and to protect farmers 
and genuine seed producers. 

2) Release new varieties in a timely manner. It is 
possible to release a variety in only two years.  
There are several ways governments can reach 
this goal, such as conducting both types of variety 
release trials (NPT and DUS) simultaneously 
and using data generated by breeders in their 
observation and advanced yield trials to support 
the later NPT trials. Additionally, ensuring enough 
breeder seed is produced before the release of a 
variety and joint planning with the public and 
private sectors can enable rapid variety release and 
scaled-up production. 

3) Give seed companies more access to public 
germplasm. Granting seed companies limited 
exclusivity for public genetic maize using a 
transparent tendering processes is one way to 
assist the seed sector. The companies should also 
be allowed to manage their own production of 
public varieties, which will give them an incentive 
to invest in promotion and advertising, resulting 
in increased awareness of the new varieties.  

4) Make regional seed laws and regulation 
compatible. To ensure varieties can be efficiently 
shared across borders, regional seed laws and 
regulations need to be harmonized. This would 
result in reduced costs from regulatory authorities, 
increased trade of improved varieties, greater 
market competition, and more affordable seed.

5) Promote seed production at the community level. 
Community-based organizations (CBOs) often 
produce seed. Though this seed is not certified, it 
does increase poor and marginalized farmers’ access 
to improved seed. Because some countries prohibit 
the sale of uncertified seed, thereby banning CBO-
produced seed, this negatively affects the livelihoods 
of many small-holder farmers by denying them seed 
access. Such policies should be reviewed to allow 
CBOs to produce seed under some minimal control 
and sell as “quality declared” or “truthful labeling” 
seed to farmers within the communities in which the 
seed is produced. Gradually CBOs should be linked to 
commercial seed companies to overcome constraints 
associated with isolation distances, quality assurance, 
distribution, and marketing of seed. 
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is part of a broad partnership also involving national agricultural research and extension systems, seed companies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs), and advanced 
research institutes, known as the Drought Tolerant Maize for Africa (DTMA) Initiative. Its activities build on longer-term support by other donors, including the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 

(SDC), the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the Eiselen Foundation. The project aims to develop and 
disseminate drought tolerant, high-yielding, locally-adapted maize varieties and to reach 30-40 million people in sub-Saharan Africa with these varieties in 10 years.


