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Seed supply systems refers to the distribution chain through which 
farmers receive good quality seeds of the crop varieties that they require. 
Seed systems have an important role in increasing agricultural 
productivity to meet Sub-Saharan Africa’s goal of ending hunger and 
malnutrition by 2030. The African vegetable market is projected to grow 
at a compound annual growth rate of 6.2% by 2025, with South Africa 
having the largest vegetable seed production on the continent (Mordor 
Intelligence, 2021).

While the seed system in 
Sub-Saharan Africa is relatively 
advanced, it still suffers from 
five major bottlenecks which 
are current issues of concern. 
The first impediment is 
technical and political policies 
which directly impact import 
and export procedures. 

The second impediment is the difficulty for informal sectors to meet 
the initial requirements for a startup seed company which are high 
initial costs and access to credit and collateral. Thirdly, seed 
production is hindered by high maintenance costs and harsh climatic 
conditions. The fourth and fifth major bottlenecks arise from 
inaccessible networks and a low demand for seeds. As a result, the 
seed sector in Africa has been slow to develop. While the Agriculture 
sector received an 11% increase in the budget allocations for 
2021/22, seed banks and African seeds still need to be prioritised in 
the development agenda. In addition, Africa also requires 
strengthening in its technical capacity, seed regulations and 
marketing systems.



Key Functions and Systems
The inter-connected key functions 
of a successful supply network are 
seed production and distribution, 
innovation, and regulation. The 
success of seed production and 
distribution relies on good quality 
and quantity of seeds, timeous 
harvest, high demand, affordability 
and an adequate distribution of 
information with a strong 
marketing network. Its success 
also relies on public policies that 
evaluate the correlation between 
seed producing companies and 
farmers’ demands and 
preferences. Innovation gives rise 
to new species, hybrid seeds, plant 
breeding and diversity. Although, 
practices in innovation should 
exercise caution to prevent 
unsustainable practices, decrease 
in nutritive value and the 
replacement of valuable traditional 
crops. The third key function, 
regulation, governs the seed 
quality, cost and certification. 
Successful innovation and 
regulation also accounts for seed 
diversity and genetic variability to 
increase its ability to adapt. Such 
diversity is key to ecologically 
sustainable farming practices 
(Van Etten, et al., 2017).

Seed supply is categorised into 
three systems; formal seed supply, 
local/informal seed supply and an 
integrated seed supply. The large 
commercialised scale of the formal 
seed supply system allows for 
strict control on the physical and 
physiological aspects of seed 
quality. However, while the formal 
seed supply system may 
successfully meet the demands of 
commercial farmers, it often fails to 
meet the needs of smallholder 
farmers. The formal sector often 
fails to produce varieties that reach 
an acceptable level of adaptation. 
This is usually as a result of poor 
linkages between breeders and 
smallholder farmers. Inflated seed 
prices in the formal sector due to 
large input investments may 
further disadvantage smallholder 
farmers as their returns are too low.
 
Farmers who experience high 
returns are generally those in high 
potential areas with good 
infrastructure and sustainable 
farming practices. Below 10% of 
total seed used is supplied from 
the formal sector.



Both the public and private 
sectors recognize how 
fundamental seeds are to the 
agricultural sector. As a result, the 
public and private sectors have 
varied roles in seed system 
functions. Some of these 
functions include varietal 
development, seed multiplication, 
seed processing, and seed 
marketing and distribution. 
 
The varietal development stage 
in which new varieties and 
hybrids are created, is 
predominantly monopolised by 
the public sector due to the high 
fixed costs incurred in the initial 
processes of this stage. The initial 
processes include research and 
development, genetic material 
and inbred lines, germplasm 
collection and technical and skill 
training and development of 
high-skilled labour.
 

The predominant source of seed 
supply in developing countries are 
local seed systems. Local seed 
supply reaches a wider range of 
farmers and has a high level of 
availability and lower prices. 
However, due to limited research and 
poor storage conditions, the local 
sector often faces poor seed quality. 
The reliable but unsustainable formal 
sector and the wide range of supply 
with poor quality parameters from 
the local sector demands an 
integrated approach for increased 
efficiency and sustainability. The 
integration of both approaches allow 
for the improvement of both sectors. 
In cases where physiological and 
genetic seed quality bottlenecks 
arise, finance and research can be 
redirected towards seed harvesting 
and storage conditions and 
experimental seed variety diffusion. 
The integrated approach also 
provides investment opportunities for 
the public and private sector 
(Hanson, 1994). While these systems 
offer a variety of seed types and 
packages, COMESA reports that only 
23% of smallholder farmers in its 
member countries have access to 
improved seed varieties. This 
demonstrates the need for public 
and private intervention to 
implement measures that improve 
accessibility and distribution.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Varietal development will 
significantly benefit from public-
private partnerships (PPPs) as 
there will be increased funding 
for evaluation  as well as provide 
opportunities for private SME 
institutions. The Brazilian public 
research institute known as 
EMPRABA has found success 
from this approach during the 
seed multiplication stage. 
EMPRABA sells parent lines, 
which are seeds that are purified 
for its desirable trait, to private 
institutions which then produce 
double hybrids that can be sold 
to farmers. This form of PPP 
creates backward linkages 
between institutions and farmers 
and enhances seed variety and  
diversity. In the seed production 
and processing stage, the private 
sector plays a substantially 
greater role than in varietal 
development due to the reduced 
economic and technical barriers.

In South Africa, the seed industry 
is relatively advanced and 
competitive, in comparison to 
other African countries. The 
South African seed industry has 
107 seed companies that form 
part of the South African 
National Seed Organization 
(SANSOR). In 2012-2013, the seed 
market for local sales and export 
sales combined of main crops 
totaled R5.56 billion (Smale, et 
al., 2007). 
 
Figure 1.1 from (Smale et al, 2007 
) above illustrates South Africa’s 
agronomic local and export seed 
sales. It shows that the local 
sales are higher than the export 
sales, indicating that the majority 
of the seeds produced in South 
Africa are for the local market.
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In 2015-2016, maize dominated the 
agronomic seed market, accounting 
for R3.60 billion of local and export 
sales (Smale, et al., 2007). Maize also 
accounted for 93.89% of the total 
seed market value, as shown in the 
figure.

Seed Challenges
Although South Africa’s seed sector is relatively advanced with a high 
number of quality seed regulations, the country, along with many other 
African countries, encounter numerous challenges in the seed industry. 
Many African countries have poor road, water and telecommunication 
infrastructure as well as poor storage facilities. Some farmers use seed 
varieties that are older or stored inadequately making them more 
susceptible to pest and disease outbreaks. There are also poor linkages 
between farmers, public breeder initiatives, PPP’s and rural-urban 
marketing linkages. This results in farmers having a lack of negotiating 
power, and also discourages them from producing and using seeds in a 
legal and organised manner and ensuring seed certification. For a 
successful seed enterprise development, these challenges will have to 
be addressed in the presence of a conducive policy environment and 
increased capacity building (Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries, 2017).

Total maize 93.90%

Wheat 2.71%
Barley 0.22%

Grain 0.09%
Other 0.05%

Soya Bean 1.77%
Sun�ower 0.79%

Groundnut 0.02%
Dry Beans 0.45%



Capacity Building
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Capacity building in seed systems in Africa will have to begin with a review 
of the colonial and post-colonial experiences and effects on agricultural 
development. This will allow for an increased understanding and region-
specific action plan based on the diversity, complexity, preferences and 
politics of African countries. Thereafter, extensive capacity building is 
required to improve the performance of donor programs across the value 
chain of the seed sector. The poor performance of donor programs is usually 
as a result of poor planning, lack of political commitment, and institutional 
and fiscal limitations. 
 
There is also a lack of awareness of the multi-generational timeline that is 
required and its lack of adaptability to the developing scientific capacity and 
academic expertise needed. Capacity building is also required to address the 
gender imbalance in agricultural institutions and in the informal sector, 
improve CGIAR partnerships, improve integrated linkages, increase seed 
diversity and improve the financial and social support to small-scale farmers 
(Smale, et al., 2007).
 
 



Policy Recommendations
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The public sector should also address the fiscal, loan and farm 
input constraints that smallholder farmers face. These constraints 
can be reduced/managed through the support of digitalisation 
and mobile phone use by farmers. This will improve their access 
to banking facilities, credit, extension services and information 
dissemination. 
 
Seed laws and policies need to be modified to create a 
favourable and enabling regulatory environment. There is also a 
large gap in the seed sector for incubating start-up seed 
companies. Programmes that support emerging companies 
improve human capacity and provide extension systems. Farmers 
in the informal sector also require improved partnerships and 
linkages to increase the synergy for smallholder development 
and to promote their participation in regional trade (Kiiru, et al., 
2015).

There are several policy recommendations that can be introduced to 
improve the productivity and profitability of the African seed sector. 
Seed certification organisations should address delays that arise 
from the certification process. They should also have procedures in 
place that aid, incentivize and encourage seed certification. The 
African seed sector also requires support in R&D and production and 
distribution. An increase in investment in seed R&D will also allow the 
continent to address the numerous nutritional challenges it currently 
faces. This process, along with other seed policies should be 
facilitated by a more transparent and consultative framework which 
will encourage farmer participation, PPP’s and FDI.
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