


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like to thank Participatory Ecological Land Use Management (PELUM) Zimbabwe, Community
Technology Development Organisation (CTDOJ, Zimbabwe Smallholder Organic Farmers” Forum
(ZIMSOFF) and Towards Sustainable Use of Resources Organisation (TSURQ) for sharing information
about their work and samples of seeds to photograph and linking us with farmers to interview. Thank
you to the farmers and representatives from Zimbabwe Seed Sovereignty Programme, Mukushi Seeds
and Champion Seeds for giving up their time to be interviewed. Special thanks to the Genetic
Resources and Biotechnology Institute for giving us a tour of the National Gene Bank.

This booklet was produced with support from the Seed and Knowledge Initiative, the Swiss Agency for

Development and Cooperation, Bread for the World, Trocaire, the World Food Programme and
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft

SN V0,00 Confédération suisse
\’/ Confederazione Svizzera r‘J TRADITIONAL

o Confederaziun svizra
Seed and Knowledge Initiative

Swiss Agency for Development breadfortheworld
and Cooperﬂtion SDC HAVE FAITH. END HUNGER.
. WFP i
£
g‘%“’ }i}World Food Programme
N, WL
=

b Trax” United Nations
Trocare ==

The Good Food Festival would like to take this opportunity to thank its many funding partners,
including NGOs and projects, UN organisations, and private businesses, that have made
our work possible in the last 10 years. Here's to the next 10!

Written by: Anna Brazier
Edited by: Caroline Jacquet
Photography: David Brazier, Jon Pilch, Xavier Vahed and Oliat Mavuramba
Layout and Design: A& Farai Wallace
Printer: Future Communications

Printed in 2023

\v/ Food and Agriculture
M Organization of the

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements
Good food starts with good seed
Planting a seed
Why is seed important?
Plant domestication
The global plant exchange
Plant breeding
The politics of seed
Zimbabwe’s smallholder seed systems

Seed preservation methods

Against the grain
A tour of the National Gene Bank

Spreading seed and awareness through fairs
Backing community seed systems
Innovative local seed houses

Meet the citizen seed savers
Conserving traditional cereals in Shashe
Seed saving through study groups in Chibuwe
Leafy green seed money in Mudzi
Saving trees by saving seeds

Collect, save and swap seeds

inside cover

N 00 o~ O O O &~ W

N N N N - 4 a0 s s A oo
wWw NN —m O 0V VvV 00 N &~ LW W -




(00D FOOD STARTS WITH GOOD

The Good Food Festival celebrated its 10th
anniversary in 2022. It started in 2013 with a small
group asking, “why don't we celebrate our incredible
traditional and organic foods more?”. It has grown in
popularity and offerings every year since.

The event is held over several days. On the first day
farmers from around Zimbabwe exchange seeds and
knowledge on these seeds. On the second day the
festival focuses on showcasing food. This year we had
45 carefully selected exhibitors, 13 stalls promoting
a great diversity of colourful, novel seeds and

plants, 16 stalls in the food court, highlighting local
dishes and a range of other cuisines preparing their
traditional dishes using Zimbabwean ingredients,

a kitchen pavilion for cooking demonstrations and
celebrity chef competitions, and great live music and
lots of fun and learning at the kids" zone all day.
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Over the years, hundreds of smallholder farmers
from across the country, and even the region, have
participated. We have close to 2,000 visitors to the
festival. To increasingly make the festival a truly
national event, and to facilitate greater trade and
information exchange at district level, we started
organising mini-festivals in 2021, in 5 districts in
2022. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the festival
also developed a virtual component, allowing
tens of thousands of people to participate from
all around the world.

Even though there’s no ‘seed’ in the festival's name
it's all about seed really. Smallholder farmer-driven
seed systems is where good food begins. Laws and
policies that continue to be developed, which favour
hybrid seeds, industrial agriculture and increasingly
Genetically Modified Organisms are discarding these
essential processes. Strengthening farmer-managed
seed systems is at the heart of our work.

For anyone who would like to better understand

the issues surrounding seed, this booklet gives an
excellent introduction. It also describes the important
seed work going on in Zimbabwe.




PLANTING A SEED

Seeds are something many of us take for granted,
but these tiny packages of life are pretty remarkable.
Seed types vary according to the plant species and
come in a vast range of shapes and sizes, from
dust-like orchid seeds to hefty coconuts. Some
seeds have wings, or other external features, to help
them disperse. Others, such as the seeds produced
by blackjack, are designed to stick onto animals

and humans, facilitating their spread. Others are
perfectly round, enabling them to roll away from the
parent plant, reducing competition for resources.
Many seeds are enclosed in tasty, fleshy fruits
designed to be eaten by animals and spread through
their manure. Seed dispersal mechanisms are
important because they allow plants to spread to new
and favourable environments even though they are
fixed to a particular location while they grow.

In general, seeds are plant embryos, comprising

a tiny root, stem and one or more leaves. These

are enclosed in a food package - the endosperm-
containing starch, oil, and protein in varying
amounts, sealed in a tough, outer coat. The seed is
essentially dormant, protected by the seed coat until
it is stimulated to germinate - usually by temperature
or water, but oxygen and light are also important.
Some seeds need fire to stimulate germination while
others require frost, the action of microbes or the
acid in the stomach of an animal that has consumed
them. Dormancy is important because it allows the
seed to wait for favourable conditions before they
germinate. This helps seeds survive harsh winters,
dry seasons, and droughts. Some seeds last only
days before needing to germinate while others can
remain viable for decades, centuries and some even
millennia. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica,
in 1967, seeds of an arctic tundra lupine (Lupinus
arcticus) were established to be at least 10,000 years
old, germinated within 48 hours when they were
returned to favourable conditions.

Because of the rich, nutritious endosperm, many
seeds provide important foods for humans and
animals. Most of the world's staple foods - grains, oil
crops and legumes- are seeds. Edible nuts are seeds
and many spices and flavourings including cumin,
coriander, mustard, sesame, cocoa, and coffee come
from seeds. The fact that seeds are dormant and
contained by a seed coat helps with storage and
preservation of food.

This year, our booklet focuses on seed; why it is
important to collect, save and exchange seed. We
talk about the political issues around seed and
showcase some of the great initiatives by citizen
seed savers, seed advocates and innovative seed
companies in Zimbabwe supporting farmer seed
systems and conservation of genetic diversity. At the
end we give ideas on how to start selecting, saving
and exchanging your own seed.




WHY 1S SEED IMPORTANT?

Seeds enable plant populations to continuously adapt
to an everchanging environment as they continuously
gain favourable characteristics from parent plants.
Apart from being a food source themselves, most food
crops and edible wild plants begin as seeds. Seeds are
the foundation of food systems and of huge biological,
social, and economic importance to humans.

PLANT DOMESTICATION

Humans have been selecting seeds and using them
to domesticate and breed crop plants across the
earth for millennia. The first domesticated plants
(wheat, barley, lentils, and a type of pea] were first
cultivated in what is now the Middle East around
10,000 years ago. By collecting seeds of wild plants,
growing and looking after them, human societies
transformed from hunter-gatherers of wild foods

to farming, which in turn enabled the growth of
permanent settlements, towns, and cities. The plants
themselves have also transformed; they can no
longer survive on their own in the wild.

THE GLOBAL PLANT EXCHANGE

Seeds and plant material became an important
form of trade and spread across the globe. When
European explorers travelled to the America’s in

the late 1400s, a number of key crop species were
taken to Europe and became incorporated into
diets. Potatoes, tomatoes, and chilies originated in
South America but are now basic components of the
European and Asian diet. Imagine an Italian pasta
sauce without tomato or a curry without chili!

Closer to home, plants that Zimbabweans take for
granted as being traditional cuisine are actually also
from Central and South America including pumpkin,
sweet potatoes, groundnuts, and of course maize.
Through the slave trade Africans brought crops

like African rice, okra, cowpeas, millet, sorghum,
watermelon, and sesame to the New World. While
many popular crops are native to Southern Africa

including melons, millet, sorghum, and cowpeas
other crops considered native (such as roundnuts
and African rice) were actually brought from
West Africa through the southward movement of
populations around 2000 years ago.

PLANT BREEDING

Eventually people started to realise that they

could select and breed plants with beneficial
characteristics. Plant breeding adopted a scientific
basis in Europe in the 17th century.

OPEN-POLLINATED VS HYBRID SEED?

Open-pollinated seed is produced when a plant
self-pollinates or is pollinated by another plant of
the same variety. The plants that grow from this seed
will be roughly identical to their parents. By selecting
plants with desirable characteristics, saving, and
growing the seed, farmers can develop their own
varieties to suit their needs and area. They can also
share this seed with other farmers to spread adapted
varieties throughout communities.

A hybrid plant is the result of two parent plants

of different varieties, species, or genera. Hybrids
can occur in nature or as a result of selective plant
breeding. Hybrid seed is produced by deliberate
cross-pollination of plants with desirable features
to produce an offspring with consistent improved
features. These could include early ripening, high
yields, or drought tolerance. Hybrids can only be
produced by experienced crop breeders. When hybrid
plants produce seeds and these seeds are grown,
they will not necessarily produce plants with the
desired traits. So, if farmers collect and plant seed
from hybrid crops, the seed probably will not give
favourable results. In most countries it is illegal for
farmers to retain and share or sell hybrid seed. This
gives seed companies control over what farmers
grow and makes farmers dependent on them.




THE POLITICS OF SEED

In most farming societies, throughout history,
open-pollinated seeds have been selected, bred,

and exchanged between farmers. But after World
War Il, in response to food shortages in Europe,

crop scientists began to focus on the production of
high-yielding, hybrid seed. Because hybrid seed has
become so popular across the world, most farmers
have stopped selecting and saving their own seed and
have become dependent on hybrids because there is
not enough open-pollinated seed available for them.
Saving of hybrid seed is illegal. Some companies
patent the seeds of indigenous plants, prohibiting

the communities where the plants originated from
growing their own seed. Farmer rights activists have
termed this corporate ownership of seeds “biopiracy”.
Many large seed companies have become extremely
wealthy and powerful as a result.

Many of the same companies that produce seed

also produce fertilisers and pesticides, so it is

in their interests to produce crops that require

large amounts of inputs. This leads increasingly

to indebtedness and impoverishment of farmers,
particularly in developing countries. It also increases
vulnerability as farmers are no longer empowered

to develop varieties suited to their local climate

and environment. According to FAO crop and seed
diversity has declined globally by 75% during the past
century with most farmers now growing only

a handful of common crops.

Corporate ownership of genetic material has been
taken a step further with the rise of genetically
modified (GM) crops. These are produced in
laboratories and involve genetic engineering to
change the DNA of crops to produce favourable
characteristics. This is a much faster way of breeding
new crops than conventional hybrid development but
is highly controversial. Apart from concerns about
risks to human health and the environment, GM crop
promotion in developing countries threatens farmers
right to save and grow their own varieties. It has

real potential to push farmers deeper into
dependency and debt.

In response to these threats, farmer activists have
called for protection of farmers rights to breed, save
and exchange their own seeds (seed sovereignty) as
well as the right to produce their own healthy, local
food in a sustainable way (food sovereignty).

[IMBABWE'S SMALLHOLDER SEED SYSTEMS

Zimbabwe had a strong traditional system of seed
saving and exchange. Unfortunately, this was severely
eroded due to colonial policies. However, farmer
organisations and other civil society groups are working
hard to revive some of the traditional practices and
conserve traditional varieties so that they can be used
to build resilience of farming systems.

Before colonial settlers arrived in Zimbabwe there
was a strong culture of seed saving, preservation,
and exchange. Van Oosterhout (1995) studied
traditional community seed banking systems and
found that they included all community members
contributing seed to the annual store. Stored seeds
were redistributed the following farming season
after a blessing ceremony by the traditional leader.
Van Oosterhout maintains that the role of seed in
traditional rainmaking and ancestral appeasement
ceremonies is a key reason why traditional crops
have managed to survive so long. Women played a

key role in this activity being responsible for selecting
seeds for saving and grain for consumption. When

a woman got married and left her parents to go and
live with her husband’s family, she would take seeds
with her from her rural community. In this way seeds
would be dispersed through communities.

According to research by Kudzai Kusena (2021)

on smallholder farmer seed systems, the colonial
era had an extremely negative impact on farmer-
managed seed systems through disruption of
traditional agricultural practices, moving people
into arid communal areas and lack of investment in
traditional crops. A number of damaging legislative
and policy instruments [notably the 1965 Seed Act,
the Seed Regulations of 1971, and the 1973 PBR
Act) marginalised traditional farmer-managed seed
systems in favour of those dominated by the private
sector. This obstructed local seed systems and
increased the vulnerability of communities.



Kusena found that despite these problems, some
communities still view seed as common heritage
assets that are openly exchanged. Farmer-retained
seed accounts for 60-100% of planting material for
a diverse range of crops including small grains,
maize, lequmes, and some vegetables. Farmers take
great care in selecting and preserving traditional
varieties, looking for important attributes such

as yield characteristics, maturity, appearance,

and tolerance to drought and pests and diseases.

A study conducted in Chimanimani by Bulisani
Ncube, also in 2021, found that farmer-retained
seed is often exchanged through social networks
(friends and relatives) as well as being bought and
sold at local markets and these sources were more
important to farmers than seed sold by agro-dealers
or distributed as seed aid. Farmer-retained and
exchanged seed was more appropriate (for local
conditions), reliable, accessible, and timely than
formal sources.

Both studies show that local seed systems contribute
to building community resilience to economic,
political and ecological shocks.

Although many traditional agricultural practices

are declining, since 2000, Zimbabwe's government
has begun a policy shift to support small-scale
farming including promoting traditional crops and
seed systems. This has been enhanced through the
work of many NGOs who are encouraging local seed
systems through farmer training in improved seed
saving, setting up community seed banks and holding
seed fairs. Kusena's study showed that contrary

to what is often claimed by government extension
officers, the private sector and some NGOs, farmer-
driven seed systems produce good quality seed of

a comparable standard to certified seed. In view

of this, all development agents need to be wary of
undermining local seed systems through promotion
of formal seed and seed aid.

SEED PRESERVATION METHODS

Traditional methods for seed preservation included
hanging the heads of sweet reeds, millet, sorghum,
and maize above the fire in the kitchen to expose the
seed to soot and smoke which acts as an insecticide.
Seed would be treated with ash made from burning
different ingredients including goat manure, aloe,
dried maize cobs, and the bark of various indigenous
trees. Mixing seed with millet chaff is another
common traditional preservation method.

Legumes are said to be the most vulnerable seed

to insect and fungal attack. To preserve them for as
long as possible, they are stored in their shells. They
can also be treated using ash, sun-drying or gentle
half-heating. The seeds of pumpkins and gourds are
left in the fruit to dry completely. Most pearl millet
and sorghum seed lasts for at least 2 years while
finger millet seed is so hard that it can last for ten
years without the need of any grain protectant. Maize
seed, on the other hand is very susceptible to pest
attack and fungal infection.

Seed is then stored in clay-pots, calabashes, or
sacks in traditional granaries. In the past these
would sometimes be made in the form of clay silos
constructed in hidden locations amongst granite
rocks. In Ndebele communities a pit would be dug

in the cattle kraal, plastered with mud mixed with
manure and covered with a large flat stone. The seed
would be stored in the pit, protected by the pesticidal
ammonia in the cattle dung. Other traditional
granaries consist of a four cornered hut built onto a
platform made with logs balanced on large stones to
allow air to circulate beneath the building. The hut is
plastered with a mixture of mud, cow dung and ash. It
is divided into separate compartments which are filled
with different types of grain. These compartments are
sealed and only opened when needed.
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Maize (Zea mays) was introduced to West Africa from
Mexico around 1500 AD but did not become popular
as a staple food in Southern Africa until the mid-
20th century (McCann, 2005). In Zimbabwe, maize
promotion was boosted by massive government
investment into maize markets and the development
of the SR-52 hybrid in 1964 which increased yields
by more than 300%. This was the world's first hybrid
maize and paved the way for several other hybrid
varieties that had improved early maturity, heat

tolerance and low input requirements (Kusena, 2021).

The investment and policy focus has since been put
into research and development of a wide range of
maize varieties at the expense of small grains, African
rice, local legumes, and other indigenous crops.

Maize is less nutrient dense and less climate-
resilient than traditional small grains. This means
that farmers cultivating maize in many parts of
Zimbabwe, especially those without access to
fertilisers or irrigation, suffer from low yields

and crop failures.

AGAINST THE GRAIN

A TOUR OF THE NATIONAL GENE BANK

Zimbabwe is special in Southern Africa in that

it has a particularly rich diversity of indigenous
crops making conservation of this gene pool very
important. This is the role of the National Gene Bank
(Genetic Resources and Biotechnology Institute,
GRBI), currently managed by Onismus Chipfunde.

Zimbabwe's National Gene Bank holds thousands

of seed samples. The facility is housed at the
Agricultural Research Innovation and Development
Department, Ministry of Agriculture, in Harare. The
seeds are stored in special freezers at -20°C after
being dried to less than 7% moisture content. Backup
samples of Zimbabwe's crop seed collection are kept
in the Southern African Development Community
Plant Genetic Resources Centre Gene Bank in
Lusaka, Zambia and at the Svalbard Global Seed
Vault in Norway.

The GRBI collection comprises pearl millets,

finger millets, sorghum, cowpeas, bambara nuts,
and indigenous vegetables. Seed samples (called
accessions] are obtained from smallholder farmers
across Zimbabwe. The first reason for collection

is when a site has been earmarked for a major
development project, such as a road, mine or dam
construction. The National Gene Bank then mounts a
rescue mission, collecting samples and interviewing
farmers and agricultural extension officers about the
seed that have been preserved by the community.
The team also ensures that unique genetic material
is collected from all agroecological regions in the
country, particularly covering the semi-arid regions
as these are most vulnerable to climate change and
may contain varieties that could be used to develop
more robust, drought-resistant crops. The final
reason for collection is to replace samples in the
Gene Bank that have become too old. Even when
stored at -20°C seeds can’t remain viable forever.
Cereal accessions can remain viable for up to 10
years, but legume accessions only last a few years
before needing to be regenerated.

Apart from conservation of seed, the GRBI makes
seed available to farmers for restoring lost varieties.
Seed is also available for plant breeders and
researchers involved in crop improvement.

The GRBI has been pivotal in developing the National
Strategy and Action Plan to promote conservation
and sustainable use of plant genetic resources in
line with the International Treaty on Plant Genetic
Resources for Food and Agriculture and the
Convention on Biological Diversity among other
international agreements. Mr Chipfunde explained
the importance of supporting informal seed systems
as vital in the mission to conserve Zimbabwe'’s
genetic resources. The national drive for devolution,
giving local governments more power, presents a
good opportunity to develop a culture of local seed
conservation as well as conservation of indigenous
knowledge and culture, for example through the
‘Zunde Ramambo’ concept whereby traditional
leaders set aside fields for cultivation of crops to
feed vulnerable community members.
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SPREADING SEED AND
AWARENESS THROUGH FAIRS

In 2016 seven local NGOs initiated the Zimbabwe
Seed Sovereignty Programme (ZSSP) to protect and
promote smallholder farmers’ rights and ability

to produce, trade and save a diverse range of high
quality, open-pollinated and traditional seed.

ZSSP has been supporting seed production, storage,
conservation, utilisation, and exchange in five
districts. The most effective approaches have been
training seed multiplicators, farmer-to-farmer
training and learning through study groups, exchange
visits and seed fairs. This has been boosted by an
advocacy strategy engaging decision-makers at
household, village, ward, district, and national levels
as part of seed policy issues.

Seed fairs bring together smallholder farmers to
learn about, swap, and trade high quality, low cost,
culturally appropriate, ecosystem-friendly and
diverse farm-saved seeds, with a focus on neglected
crops. Seed fairs also help farmers reduce delays in
planting and dependency on agricultural inputs. This
saves them money and reduces dependency on seed
companies and seed aid.

Only seed for farmer varieties and open-pollinated
varieties can be displayed, sold, or exchanged.
Diversity is encouraged; there is no limit on the seed
types or varieties farmers can bring. Farmers are

also asked to bring the heads and shells for all seeds
they display. Seed has to be of high quality (mature,
clean, not physically damaged, and free from pests
and diseases). Local Agritex officers can help farmers
select their seed beforehand. Seed on display have a
brief information card with the English name, common
local names, advantages, and possible limitations of
the variety. Farmers bring enough seed for selling and
swapping, not less than 5kg for grains and legumes
and 500g for indigenous vegetables.

Seed fairs are not just about swapping seed but

are key for advocacy and raising awareness on the
importance and value of traditional seeds and farming
practices. They provide an opportunity for gene banks,
seed houses, manufacturers of appropriate equipment
for smallholder farmers and research institutes to
interact with farmers. They can include discussions
and activities that bring together representatives of
informal seed networks, research and development,
and private sector to look into expanding and
improving seed access for traditional crops in
Zimbabwe. For example, they can help farmers and
civil society organisations form partnership with
research institutes to improve varieties.

As a result of the project, seed production, seed
saving, community seed banking and seed storage,
and the use of farm-saved seeds increased manifold
in the targeted districts. Yields have increased
through locally developed open-pollinated varieties.




BACKING COMMUNITY SEED SYSTEMS

Andrew Mushita is one of the founders of Community
Technology Development Organization (CTDO),
launched in 1993. Mushita has long understood

that seed is a national security issue and concern
around seed, farmer rights and conservation of local
genetic resources has become central to the work

of the organisation. The promotion of community
seed banks where all germplasm is conserved by
the community has become a major thrust. “Our
goal is for every district in Zimbabwe to have at least
one community seed bank,” says Mushita. To date
CTDO has established 22 seed banks across the
country with five more in the pipeline. Future projects
are going to focus on identifying and multiplying
varieties which are adapted to climate change. The
characteristics and utilisation of the varieties are
documented. In areas where varieties have been lost,
CTDO has been working on restoration programmes.

CTDO promotes participatory plant breeding, variety
selection, variety enhancement, restoration of lost
diversity, and training farmers in on-farm seed
production so they can produce good quality seed

to enhance food production. This has developed into
the establishment of a farmer-managed business
called Champion Seeds. “We realised that most

seed companies are not interested in traditional food
crops because the profit margins are very low. But

in terms of food security, agricultural productivity,
sustainability, resilience, dietary diversity and healthy
eating, these crops are extremely important,” Mushita
explains. "We are pushing for the recognition of farmer
varieties and engaging with government to look into
developing better policy and legislative frameworks
that recognise farmer-managed seed systems. The
Plant Breeders Rights Act states that farmers can only
sell seed to other farmers, but farmers need market
access to trade their seeds openly.”

It is crucial to develop farmer seed systems because
it gives farmers alternatives and options to develop

seeds which are appropriate for their farming
systems, their ecology, their food systems, and their
cultural practices. “Once you control seed you can
then determine the future of food. If you don’t control
your seed, you become dependent on others for food.”
The work being done by CTDO and others to promote
farmer seed systems is expanding across Zimbabwe.
Farmers have been reacting very positively as lack of
appropriate and affordable seeds is one of the major
challenges to agricultural production.



INNOVATIVE LOCAL SEED HOUSES

Over the past few years, a number of companies
have sprung up in Zimbabwe to counter the wave
of multinational takeovers of local seed companies.
These include farmer-established seed companies
such as Zimbabwe Super Seeds and Champion
Seeds, and companies set up by local seed
breeders such as Mukushi Seeds.

Zimbabwe Super Seeds is community owned and
specialises in producing a wide range of mainly
open-pollinated certified seeds including maize,
sorghum, sugar beans, cowpeas, bambara nuts
and groundnuts.

Champion Seeds is a farmer-owned cooperative
started in 2015. The social enterprise works to
generate enough profit to fund its growth, while

also contributing to the livelihoods of smallholder
farmers by providing affordable quality seed. The
company is owned by 1750 farmer shareholders and
focuses its operations in four districts, Tsholotsho,
Murehwa, Mutoko and UMP. Champion Seeds has
established grower groups in each district who
produce seed under contract. The original breeder
seed is obtained from research institutions including
the Crop Breeding Institute, CIMMYT and ICRISAT. To
ensure that the variety is appropriate farmers first
plant in demonstration plots. If the variety performs
well, farmers are contracted to multiply the seed.
This seed is bought, packaged, and sold mainly
through rurally based agrodealers and community

seed banks. To date 300 tonnes of seed has been
sold. Champion Seeds made a profit for the first time
in 2021 through sales to government and NGOs.

Mukushi Seeds was started in 2014 to supply
varieties that meet smallholder farmers’ needs in all
the agroecological zones of Zimbabwe, along with
agronomic information to help farmers be productive
and profitable. The company sells a range of improved
varieties including maize, small grains, legumes, and
cover crops to give farmers an ecologically sound
and nutritionally diverse farming system. To cater for
smallholders Mukushi sells seeds in small packs;
farmers know exactly what field area to plant and
how many plants to expect. Generally, farmers have
received the products favourably, despite Zimbabwe
having a very competitive seed industry

and challenging farming environment.

MEET THE CITIZEN SEED SAVERS

CONSERVING TRADITIONAL CEREALS IN SHASHE

Annah Rungwe of Pit Village in Shashe is a farmer
working with the Zimbabwe Smallholder Organic
Farmers Forum (ZIMSOFF). She grows sorghum,
finger millet, pearl millet, maize, groundnuts and
roundnuts. She has been saving and exchanging
seeds for several years to improve household food

sovereignty and as a source of income. When her
family could no longer afford to buy hybrid seed
Annah turned to saving the traditional varieties that
have been grown in her community for generations.
The trend has spread and now most people in her
village are seed-resilient.

Annah described some of her favourite sorghum
varieties. Mudende is a white seeded variety which
takes around two months to mature. It has a great
taste when cooked and is very drought tolerant.
Chikumbo is another white variety. The seeds are
small but have a delicious flavour when cooked.
Vhere is a variety which produces spikes on the
panicle which repels birds. It is also resistant to
other pests and tastes good when cooked.

When collecting cereal seed, Annah identifies plants
that mature early. She ties a cloth around these
plants to mark them and collects the seed when it is
mature. Once harvested, Annah threshes and cleans
the seed before mixing it with finger millet chaff. This
stops the seed from being attacked by insect pests.
She also makes a repellent ash by burning sunflower
and maize stalks. This is mixed with the seed to

be stored in the granary. She sells the seed to her
neighbours and at seed fairs but complains that

the market for seeds is still small.

Annah says that she has taught her children the
importance and techniques of seed saving. “They
understand it well and have got into the system of
seed saving themselves,” she says with pride but
notes that the school system can be a bit of a barrier
because it teaches children to look down on traditional
agricultural practices including seed saving. Annah
feels it is very important to teach young people about
seed saving “because in the times we are living in we
are facing many crises especially climate change.
Those of us who save seed will be less affected

than those who depend on hybrids.”
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SEED SAVING THROUGH
STUDY GROUPS IN CHIBUWE

Mercy Matsika is a farmer from Chibuwe in
Chimanimani who works with Towards Sustainable
Use of Resources Organisation (TSURQ). In 2009
Mercy joined a seed study group organised by
TSURO. Group members meet once a month to learn
about different seed varieties and how to conserve
seeds for the future. This helps protect farmers
against drought because they can produce drought-
resistant seeds. Saving and preserving seeds also
means there will always be something to plant

in the season following a drought.

Most people in the community are involved with seed
saving now. Even the traditional leader is an avid
promoter. The local extension officer is also very
supportive and helps train farmers in the best

seed selection and preservation methods.

Mercy produces two finger millet, four sorghum,
three roundnut and three cowpea varieties. Her
favourites include mutangatsapi, a red-seeded
finger millet which is drought, pest, and disease
tolerant and can be eaten as a treatment for digestive
problems. She also favours tseva, a sorghum

variety which matures in three months and is good
for making sadza, mahewu (a traditional semi-
fermented drink) and traditional beer. Mercy's
favourite roundnut variety is dhangutangu which
produces attractive brown seeds which taste great.
Mercy likes to cook, dry and pound the beans and mix
them with dried powdered vegetables to make soup
powder. Her favourite cowpea variety is called khaki
which matures in one and a half months. It grows as
a bush and is very drought-tolerant. Unfortunately,
the seed is easily damaged by insects so during
storage Mercy uses ash from mupane tree leaves.
She also likes the spotted cowpea variety which
grows as a creeping plant and matures in three
months. Mercy’s message to young people is “if you
save seed, you will always have food in your house,
you will always be well-fed and healthy.”

LEAFY GREEN SEED MONEY IN MuDZI

Edina Sandi is a mother of four, from ward 9 in Mudzi
district. Edina specialises in traditional vegetable
seed production. Her favourite variety is green
bonongwe (Amaranthus hybridus) which according

to Edina cooks quickly and tastes delicious. She also
favours everini (Cyamopsis tetragonoloba, guar bean)
which is very drought resistant and can reportedly
survive the dry season without irrigation.

Edina learned about seed saving in 2015 at a farmer
field school organised by Community Technology
Development Organisation (CTDO). She decided to
start seed saving because the prices of hybrid seed
are very high, and some varieties are not available
at the time when farmers need to plant.

The farmers in Edina’s group were taught to

grow crops in specially designated sites for seed
production. The land is carefully prepared, and the
seeds are sown. As the crops grow, the farmers
remove undesirable plants - plants that do not look
strong or healthy or appear to represent the variety
well. At maturity the farmers ignore the first two
rows of crops in the field because these could be
affected by cross pollination from other varieties.
They identify strong plants growing in the middle

of the field, not affected by pests and diseases, and
collect the seed from these. They place the collected
seed in special containers and store them in the
community seed bank. They exchange seed with
other groups and through shows and sales to
other farmers in the community.

Edina says that people used to frown upon seed
saving as they were taught at school that hybrids
were superior. “But people have grown to appreciate
the importance of the practice and it's not just
women. Men, traditional leaders and even

young people are really enthusiastic.”
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SAVING TREES BY SAVING SEEDS

Tree Knowers and Growers (TKG) is a group of 14
people from different communities across Harare.
Each member has a indigenous trees’ nursery

and supports tree planting in schools, parks, and
other community areas, especially in high density
areas such as Epworth, Mbare and Kuwadzana.
The group teaches community members how to
propagate, grow, nurture and respect indigenous
trees. They have found that storytelling about trees
is particularly effective in generating a passion to
conserve indigenous species. The group has realised

that indigenous tree seeds are not easy to germinate.

Many require special treatments because of their
hard seed coat, developed to protect them from
attack by insects and helping them survive the long
dry season. The TKG have been motivated by the
huge, positive response to their work particularly
from young people.

My Trees Trust (Miti Yangu), another important
forest conservation organisation, strives to reduce
the rate of forest loss in Zimbabwe and preserve
biodiversity within threatened landscapes. To build
up their selection of indigenous trees, My Trees
invites communities in which they work to collect
seed. The My Trees team sorts and grades the seed
to ensure it is of the highest quality. Some seeds
need to be planted immediately; collection is then
followed by planting.

My Trees aims to include the mapping of collection
zones and to improve collection techniques, cleaning
techniques, set up storage facilities (both rural and
urban] as well as give feedback on germination
successes to collectors.

In 2021, TKG and My Trees teamed up. When My
Trees requires trainers to carry out workshops
(which they do all over the country], they often invite
TKG experts to assist. When TKG need trees for
their activities, My Trees often donates as they have
indigenous tree nurseries all across Zimbabwe.

COLLECT, SAVE AND SWAP SEEDS

Whether you live in an urban or rural area, selecting,
collecting, saving, and exchanging your own seeds is
fun, interesting and a good way to save money. If you
are a farmer, it can help you conserve your favourite
varieties that are well adapted to your area. If you are
connected to a school, setting up a seed bank and
holding seed fairs are great ways to teach kids about
environmental, cultural, and genetic conservation as
well as giving them a whole set of useful, practical
skills. You can also collect seeds of indigenous trees
and plants from the wild by following the principles
detailed below. Whenever you visit a forest or other
natural area, collect seeds of interesting plants. You
can ask locals about them and record this information
to add to the label of the seeds when you store them.

CHOOSING PRODUCTIVE PLANTS

The first step in seed selection is to choose the
parent plants carefully. This means observing the
plants to see which grow quickly and are strong and
sturdy. For wild plants select those that look strong
and healthy. For crops or ornamentals, select plants
that grow in the middle of your garden or field not
on the edge as these could have cross pollinated
with other plants. Many plants cross pollinate with
members of the same family. If you are growing
plants for seed, members of the same family should
be planted at least 200m from each other or planted
at different times of the year.

Characteristics to look for when selecting

plants for seed:

Good growth rate

Pests and disease resistance

Colour, taste, and ease of cooking

For leaf crops - good leaf size and colour

For fruit crops - large fruit and

production of many fruit

® For cereals - production of numerous large
panicles/cobs with large seeds

® For legumes - production of pods with
many large seeds

e Short season varieties [if they are
crops grown without irrigation)
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HARVESTING THE SEED

Mark the selected plants by tying a piece of cloth

or plastic around the stem. You must wait for the
fruits or pods to be fully ripe, mature, or dry before
harvesting them otherwise the seed will not be
viable. This may mean that you need to protect fruit,
cobs, or panicles while they are still on the plant, by
carefully putting net bags over them. Harvest the
fruit or for other plants cut the whole plant down and
hang it upside down to dry in a protected dry place.
Once the seed pods are fully dry remove the seed
and winnow the chaff to clean the seeds.

STORAGE

Store the seed in a cool dry place in dry, sealed
containers to protect the seed from pests and
diseases. Mix the seed with dry wood ash or dry clay
powder to repel pests. Fully dried strong-smelling
leaves such as lavender or gum tree leaves can

also be added to the container. Label the container
with the date when the seed was stored and the
name of the variety. Check the seeds in your store
regularly and throw away any that show signs of

=

mould. Different species and varieties of seed last
for different lengths of time. Small grain seed can
last for ten years, legumes for one to three years.
Seed from most fruit trees or fruiting plants (such
as tomatoes and pumpkins) does not last long and
should be germinated within a few weeks or
months of harvesting.

TESTING GERMINATION

You can test if seed is still viable by selecting 20-50
seeds depending on the size. Place them on a piece
of damp tissue paper or cotton wool. To prevent the
seeds from drying out, keep watering them lightly
but don't allow them to be soaked. Watch to see
how many germinate and how long they take to
germinate. This will tell you the germination rate.

SHARING

Set up a club to share seeds with your friends and
neighbours. If you have lots of members in your

club, you could organise a seed fair at your church
community centre, school, or any other suitable venue.







