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Foreword

Seeds are the basis of crop production, which in turn is the foundation of
humanity’s food supply. Over centuties, a process of human and natural selec-
tion has yielded a wide diversity of crops and varieties that farmers plant to
produce food and fibre needed to supportt the global population and to maintain
their own livelithoods. In the recent past, plant breeding has undergone major
changes, expanding from selection in farmers’ fields to scientific breeding under
controlled conditions and, most recently, the use of biotechnology. This process
has been accompanied by changes in the way farmers access seed, with the
establishment of seed certification systems and commercialized distribution
networks. Development of the formal seed system based upon science and
regulation has brought significant benefits to many farmers in the form of more
productive varieties and better seed quality. However two important criticisms of
this strategy have been raised: benefits have largely accrued to commercially
oriented farmets in favourable production areas; and the system is leading to a
dangerous increase in the erosion and vulnerability of crop genetic resources.

By 2050, the world’s population is projected to increase to 9.2 billion people.
Agricultural production will need to increase to meet growing food demands
and to provide an adequate source of livelihoods for the 50 per cent of the
world’s population who depend on agriculture for their living. This increase will
need to take place under rapidly changing conditions — with shifts in climate,
technologies and markets. To meet this enormous challenge, farmers will need
access to seeds of a diversity of crops and varieties to meet their specific agro-
ecological and market demands. Countries will need to develop policies and
institutions to support the sustainable development and use of plant genetic
resources for food and agriculture. One such strategy is increasing farmers’
access to crop genetic diversity by strengthening the capacity of seed supply
systems to ptovide the range of crops and varieties farmers need, together with
information needed to make appropriate selections, delivered at an affordable
cost.

The Food and Agticulture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) is
actively engaged in assisting countries to achieve a sustainable use of plant
genetic resources for food and agriculture through work on improving seed
systems, as well as conservation of plant genetic resources. To support this
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effort, the Agricultural and Development Economics Division (ESA) of the
FAO has developed a programme on the economic analysis of seed supply
systems and crop genetic diversity. The research presented in this book is one
outcome ot the programme. The importance of local markets as a source of
seed in the informal sector is one important insight that emerges from the
research. The results also suggest that some of the efforts to codify and regulate
these markets may actually reduce the welfare of market participants by reducing
the diversity of crop genetic resources they can access for seed. However,
improving the information about genetic resources in local markets was identi-
fied as a potentially important way of benefiting farmers and increasing the
diversity of plant genetic resources used on-farm. Combined, these results
suggest that efforts to improve informal seed sector supply channels in local
markets represent an important way to promote the sustainable use of crop
genetic resources and improve farmers’ welfare.

~,

Kostas G, Stamonlis

Director

Agricuitural Development Economics Division

Food and Agrienlture Organization of the United Natians
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