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This booklet is part of PAN AP’s Campaign on Women: Reclaim our Seeds 

icine’. In another part of India, the women from Karnataka have emerged 

The experience of one woman’s success embodies the importance of this 

also a form of resistance against corporate agriculture. These stories also 

performing as selectors, keepers and propagators of seeds.  Women hold  

Women Reclaim Our Seeds!

Sarojeni V. Rengam
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‘SEED’ING CHANGE
SHALINI BHUTANI 
Editor

Win Asia and world over. At the village, commune and household 

nourishment and well being. Just as seed is central in agricultures, so are 
women central as seed keepers, knowledge holders and small farmers in 

their seed knowledge and skills, also means rendering them redundant in 
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against women. 

social and cultural aspects of agriculture can take root. 

shared. And what is common is that women have endeavoured to organise themselves. 

seeds and in doing so been able in some part to regain control over their lives.  

The stark contrasts between what women in these stories in their local contexts are 

partnering more and more with each other. Through this partnership the GR II is to be 
unleashed in South Asia. 

being encouraged as a global business, global rules have meant lesser rules for protect

have bred and saved have been used as raw material to ‘develop’ new products to be 

sion, performs a cultural role and is a social phenomenon.
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through.

at the receiving end of what is now recognised as the global phenomenon of ‘land 

land on long term leases to be able to grow food for export back to their own countries. 

keep the land and also keep with them the decision of what to do on it will be needed 

from the rural villages of Davao. It is narrated in the words of a woman who is herself 

From the mountainous terrains of North Vietnam, the reader will next be transported 

variants have been released as ‘Pantnagar seeds’ to farmers in India. The women in 

developed under a USAID project with the US TNC Monsanto in India. But there remain 
several threats to the organic status of the State, which the women in the hills will con

ond GR is being put in place. Nonetheless, vital lessons have been learnt on the ground. 

their farms and their families. 

kitchen and the kitchen garden small changes are now seeding big impacts. At the com

India. So the women will have to confront the emerging challenges. For instance, what 
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V

makes farmers poorer due to high investment in the number of rice seeds while failure 

WOMEN AND RICE SEEDS IN BAC 
KAN PROVINCE OF NORTH VIETNAM

NGUYEN THI HOA 
Centre for Sustainable Rural Development
Vietnam

Organic Agricultural Ordinance. 

While the stories point to women’s own hard work to improve their farms and with it 

About the Editor

SHALINI BHUTANI is trained in law and works on trade, agriculture and biodiversity 

-

Control over Biodiversity in her home country. She is also associated with networks 

looked very closely at both law and policy issues on food and farm. In this context, her 
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all the periods of the harvest. While the men will be in charge of hard tasks like 

harvest. 

and women within new communes in order to improve households’ income, 

Farmers are able to adapt to new changes, as Vietnam became a member of the 

rice seeds, farmers have to control their rice seeds management under the pressure 

Advocate in order for the government to recognise and appreciate the important 
roles of farmers in producing and developing households’ rice seeds to support the 

that farmers select. 

One of the women farmers’ groups taking part in the project and being direct 

for local farmers. 

Due to subsidy in hybrid rice seeds and 

seemed to lose some local rice and corn seeds such as Bao Thai Hong, Chiem Den, local 
” This phenomenon led to the fact that local farmers not 

project communes. 
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producing rice seeds as well as rice. This change has helped farmers become more 
independent from external sources of rice seeds. The farmers shared, “The price 

or exchange these for others within the community.”

Dan, which Bac Kan farmers selected, into its rice seed resource of the province. 

to develop Bao Thai brand and bring it to the market in Bac Kan province and other 

support in recognising the important roles of farmers in producing and developing rice 
seeds in support of local people’s demands.  

--------------------

NGUYEN THI HOA is a Deputy Director of the Centre for Sustainable Rural Development 

pro-poor policy advocacy. At present, she is in charge of the Sustainable Agriculture 

in sustainable agriculture and livelihood to ensure that farmers, female farmers and 

to their life.

be used for the next crop. 
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P
“
harvest them, store them, and then process them for preparing food.  We are the ones 

REETU SOGANI

Centre for Sustainable Rural Development.

Hoa has a long experience on aspects of sustainable agriculture, livelihood, community 
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to their workload but has also made a dent in their status and power, and made them 
loose control over their labour and knowledge.

Earlier we would do everything, including the 

ut now men get the seeds, 

”  

people’s knowledge. Apart from working at the grass roots level in Nainital district of 

panchayats (local 

at the local level. The 
plan involved freeing 
their lands of chemicals 

bringing back sustainable 

the use of chemical 

decided to revive mixed 

crops, and environment 

at four in the morning, work 

very hard, in the hills”. 

with respect to a number of 
tasks performed but also in 

higher compared to men. She 
contributes a big share of the 
total labour in farm produc

most of the women comprising local women’s groups in Bheerapani area, with respect 

the area.
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”  Even if one crop would get damaged, at least others 

”

I 

miserable on such occasions.
incidents became a thing of the past.  

Seeds were 

in covered bamboo or 

with cow dung from 
inside popularly called 

were usually mixed with 

main driving force behind this revival. 

Bheerapani area, are echoing the same feeling.  According to Sumitra, living in the 

” 

The women (in both areas) shared that, “When we started growing only cash crops (in 

on, primarily for the market. For our own food, we would again depend on the market. 

”
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was given to a few selected 
responsible women.

seeds was not the same in 
all the villages. It was also 

We 
-

market. Thankfully, some of 
the rare seeds and quality seeds were available only in our village. People from the so- 

realised their value.”

Earlier the animals were so weak that it was not possible 

quality feed for animals has had an impact on their health. Feed prepared from local 

too.”

 ”

incidents have also gone down. This has also resulted in replacing cash crops with food 
grains, millets and so on.

pests. We had lots of ways to conserve and store our seeds.”

exists to some extent at present. “We would take seeds from our neighbours and give 

anniversaries, few had good taste, while there were some which required less water, 
could stand long heat spells and so on. This is how we would address our needs through 

.”

and cultural importance would be totally gone by then.” According to the women, 

Centre (CAC), made them realise the great loss. 

“
villages. We decided amongst ourselves as to who will create the nursery of which crop. 
This was primarily to increase their number and distribute it amongst households. Now 

crops despite our wishes.”

Most of the women had no doubts while making a comparison, “

Hence, we do not take seeds from the market or government but prefer to use our own.” 

“Cheena” (proso millet) from Sua Khan area in the Almora district, or collected from 
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Seed has been the lifeline and source of sustenance ever since organised 

for commercial interest on one hand and on the other, the imminent need to conserve 

SEED QUEST AND  WOMEN

We spent so many 
hours earlier just walking to the forest and coming back with loads of biomass. Now 

issues,
 

expensive agricultural inputs. Her knowledge and skills as seed breeder and saver need 

REETU SOGANI 

their resources and knowledge systems with the rights based approach. She is carrying 
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Kanakapura Taluk, south of Bangalore  mixing a strong sense of purpose with a cool 

I used to be so shy that I could get nothing out when I wanted to 
say something.”

The neat kitchen garden around her home stands as a testament to just how 

It all began with the kitchen garden

the Second World War. The impact has 

farmers had nurtured over the centuries.  
The heirloom seeds that farmers held 
in their possession were the living links 

of women. Saving seeds thus became 

rapid strides so much so that cultural 

become major issues of concern.  Despite 
this, rural farm women have kept seeds as commons and women’s work on farms is 

described as a biological meltdown. 



18 19| WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds  WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds |

The seed bank is like our own small baby,” she says. “And it has become 

the state and our country, because they help farmers so much. It is my dream to see 
that happen,

“
market. We went in search of it everywhere, but we found nothing. It was a very poor 
harvest that year, even though there were good rains. We had become dependent on 
outside sources for our needs
Kulumedoddi, in Kanakapura Taluk, south of Bangalore. 

Everything in agriculture begins and ends with the seed.” 

“ ,” 
she recalls. “ ,” she adds, “is that they cannot be 
saved from year to year

In 

we had a fast-maturing, two-month crop that we could grow for our families,” explains 

to her, “
.” 

Sujathamma has received training in various aspects of managing a garden. A 

his is 
very good for the garden

These kitchen gardens are also excellent sites for in situ
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fact, that farmers are now ordering seeds from the CSB months in advance of sowing 
season. 

One of the biggest reasons for this is also the fact that indigenous seeds respond well 

the harvest will be good for Rajamma. 

Hombalamma bustles about preparing fresh lime juice with limes plucked fresh from 

“
”

It took two 

since it was started,

They have many 
” She can now pick and chose 

needs. 

economic concerns, “Only when we have good seeds for good harvests can we have 
good savings,
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With indigenous 
seeds, you can use organic inputs to get good yields. When it comes to hybrid seeds, 
good yields are only possible with the use of expensive chemicals.” She was able to 

expenses of farming. 

disappeared had to be built into 
it all over again.  But I persevered 
and I am happy I did.  I have built 

family to be comfortable.”

Hombalamma is the recipient 

Sustainable Technologies and 

demand as a resource person and 

stress in their own stride. Manjulamma knows the challenges of being a farmer: if it 

Everything was 

“A few years ago, we were not very involved in decision making
farmers in her village of Kulumedoddi, Kanakapura Taluk, convincing decision makers 

increase their knowledge and understanding of the importance of indigenous seeds 
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creepers, tomatoes and okra.

For Manjulamma, conserving these 

contributed to strengthening the 
eed 

saving gives us access to good 
seeds in the future that are suited 
to our needs We are 
more certain of good yields,” she 
adds. 

women in the village have resulted 
in more and more farmers taking 

Kolagondanahalli, Kanakpura Taluk, Ramnagara District, in Karnataka, India. She runs 

How to make her own seeds.

health.
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WOMEN RECLAIMING THEIR RIGHT
TO RESOURCES

NASIRA HABIB

Pakistan

so she is an example of women’s role in agriculture. It is no doubt that the women 

kitchen gardens as a source of seed and food.

to perceive it as the food we eat. Women have demonstrated that the most important 

economics.

DR. VANAJA RAMPRASAD 

security, women and health. She also had the opportunity of studying at the Indian 

the lives of small and marginal farmers.  In the last two decades, Dr. Vanaja has focused 

banks and seed saving and sustainable agriculture by farmers. She has pioneered the 
organic movement in the state of Karnataka. She has travelled widely, lectured and 

credit.
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programme began in September 

districts of Sindh.  Women make 

distributed. The size of land 

acres.

The programme seems to be 
cognisant of the fact that mere 

help for the hitherto landless, 
resourceless and powerless 
women and their families. A 

haris 
and procurement of agricultural implements on subsidised rates.

of available land and land grantees, in issuance of allotment orders and ownership 

follow up support programme.

Oxfam GB. She lives in Meenhon Khan Village in Umer Kot with her husband and seven 

vaderas

recognised as farmers.  

landless rural women were recognised as farmers and the Government of Pakistan 

 

landless women of Sindh. 
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to her.

“Being a land 

a farmer.”

hands. 

, “but now things are 

of the landlord. As a result, she was forced to 

“Before we had this land, me and my husband 

minimal daily wages in order to feed ourselves 

possible due to the rising prices of food.” 

unfavourable purchasing power makes the poor farmers be content with higher prices 

their custodianship of seeds and other resources and of ensuring well being for the next 
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Tmountains around Mt Apo. Small farms planted with coconut, corn, rice and root 

their seeds and chemical inputs and purchase their produce. To augment incomes, 

There were also farmers who did not give in to the lure of the agribusiness companies. 
For the women of  (KNBL, Women of 

 technologies 

FOOD SECURITY THROUGH ORGANIC 
FARMING AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 

WOMEN LEAD ORGANIC AGRICULTURE 

ELIZABETH CRUZADA
MASIPAG -
Philippines

she willing to take on the leadership roles. Otherwise, the ownership can be reduced 

making.

NASIRA HABIB 
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It is a challenge to get the 

Tranquilina’s farm is almost a hectare and planted with rice, vegetables, root crops, ba-

animals are grown organically (METSA Foundation)
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“

s.” 

own training centre beside her house. The centre also holds their seeds, which are 

more resilient, and produced delicious rice, they all wanted my seeds.”

Angelita, treasurer of KNBL, relates: “While we were able to overcome our debts, we 

We have a small stall every Sunday on the edge of the public market in Calinan, where 

school in Davao which also promotes organic food. All our products are organic and 
” 

We 
believe that all farmers should refrain from using chemical inputs, as this leads to 
debt and more poverty. We are helping to train other women farmers, but many do 
not commit themselves because the Department of Agriculture (DA, of the Philippine 

who were not in our trainings and who totally grew up on chemical farming.”

We divided our farm 

harvest, he was convinced! Now, I take care of the farm more, and he does more tuba 
”

“

“

”

Members of the Bayanihan Women’s Organisation (of KNBL federation) and their youth 
revive the old Filipino practice of ‘bayanihan’, lending their labour in each other’s farms.  

(METSA Foundation)
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forums and rallies to present their case. The KNBL women presented their experiences 

list.

as president of KNBL, sits in this council to represent Davao’s small farmers.  

role of farmers and indigenous peoples in the development of organic agriculture, and 

level.

“In Davao City, we wanted to emphasise that organic agriculture should be for the 

not be undertaken just for the sake of export markets. We also wanted poor farmers 
to have a say in this law, considering that we have been into organic agriculture long 
before the government.” 
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have their own viable space in the consumer market, despite the deluge of cheap 
imported food. 

farm technologies, and control over their seeds, they now aspire for food sovereignty, 

the government and consuming public recognizes and supports organic farming by 
small farmers, and where their needs and concerns are listened to.

Sources:

organic agriculture

ELIZABETH CRUZADA 

balanced environment.
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S

ASIA’S SEED LAWS — 
CONTROL OVER FARMERS’ SEEDS1

GRAIN

1

for farmer empowerment and food sovereignty through sustainable agriculture, 

aims for a people-led approach in rural development, where women play a crucial role 

and working together. 
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instead of farmers.

that GE seed companies would have total rights for all uses of their seeds. This took 

companies, research entrepreneurs and corporate breeders.

that would later support the private sector.

1
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IRRI and the CGIAR

. It was set up in Laguna, Philippines, 

of the private sector.

.

6

CGIAR Centres on Intellectual Assets.

development of regional seed markets in Eastern and Southern Africa.

THE BANGLADESHI SEED SECTOR: PUBLIC TO PRIVATE

services, so it keeps itself alive and sources its own income from the private sector.
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it develops (whether through GE or other means) from the plant material received 

AFGHANISTAN’S EXPERIENCE WITH SEED LAWS

farmer linkages with the formal market or seeking private sources for new investments 

.

. It is one of the world’s 

and Uzbekistan

of the world seed trade. The ISF has its own set of Seed Trade Rules that it enforces in 
contracts amongst seed merchants and  between companies and contract growers .

trade_rules.html
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COUNTRY SEED LAW WHAT IT DOES? WHAT IT SET UP? 
India 1966 Seed Act, amended 

in 1972 (New Seed Bill, 
2004, still to clear 
Parliament) 

Regulates the sale of seeds of notified 
varieties  

Central Seed Committee 
Central Seed Laboratory and 
Central Seed Certification 
Board 

Korea 1970 Major Agricultural 
Seed Law 

Requires that seeds of eight crops be sold 
only with a valid seed sale license 

National Seed Council 

Indonesia 1971 Presidential Decree 
on Seed and 1992 Plant 
Cultivation Act and its 
1995 
Plant Seed Management 
Regulation 

Says that farmers’ varieties do not fall under 
the regulation (they are considered ‘natural 
varieties’ and as such, are not controlled by 
the government) 

National Seed Board 

Thailand 1975 Seed Act revised in 
1992 

Prescribes seed labeling requirements and 
minimum allowable germination 
requirements for 20 species of seed 

Plant Committee 

Pakistan 1976 Seed Act (Seed 
Amendment Bill 2010, still 
to clear Parliament) 

Prohibits sale, offer for sale, advertising or 
holding in stock for sale, bartering, or 
‘otherwise supplying’ seed of notified 
varieties that is not as per prescribed 
standards 

National Seed Council, 
Provincial Seed Councils, 
National Registration 
Agency and Federal Seed 
Certification Agency 

Bangladesh 1977 Seed Ordinance, 
followed by Seed Act of 
1997 and its Seed Rules 
1998 

Requires that the seed dealer be registered 
and the seed certified prior to sale for five 
notified varieties 

National Seed Board, 
Government Seed 
Laboratory and Seed 
Certification Agency 

Nepal 1988 Seeds Act Restricts the sale and distribution of seeds 
without conformity to prescribed standards 

National Seeds Board 

Philippines 1992 Seed Industry 
Development Act 

Promotes the development of the seed  
industry 

National Seed Industry 
Council replacing the 
Philippines Seed Board 

Vietnam 1996 Decree on the 
Management of Plant 
Seeds 

States that seed producers must be licensed Seed Reserve Fund 

China 2000 Act amended in 2004 Prescribes a seed operation license but 
allows for residual ordinary seeds that have 
been bred and used by farmers to be sold 
and exchanged on the market  without any 
operating license 

Special funds to support 
the selection, breeding and 
popularisation of “quality” 
seed 

Sri Lanka 2003 Seed Act Mandates that all seed dealers are 
registered and seed certified, though 
farmer-to-farmer sale or exchange is exempt 

National Seed Council 
 

 

In the last decade, most countries in the Asian region have been veering towards more 

trend is to give more support to the emerging corporate seed sector. 

farmer seeds did not fall under such constraints. However, now the private seed sector 

are seldom consulted and are thrown into the defensive mode. There is a general lack 
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However, it also shows how given the chance, governments do not come forward with 

(GE crops that produce sterile seeds).

mirror the trend of the growing seed trade across the world.  Their texts seem to 

”. 

ISTA accredited laboratories, the maximum number being in India and Japan . 

 
which sets the standards. 

for each seed grade. Seeds sold on the market must be ackaged in accordance with 
the packaging standard. All acts of producing and trading fake seeds, seeds of poor 



54 55| WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds  WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds |

laws.

 

 

farmers. 

PVP laws. 
 

Monsanto term them, are included in the price of the seed bought. Second, it puts 

number of species, plot size on which) a farmer can save, use and share.

Cultivation or propagation from the PVP-protected seed by a 
farmer may be made not more three times the quantity obtained.
The use for propagating purposes by farmers, on their own 
holdings, of the propagating material of the protected variety 
harvested on their own holdings shall not require authorization 
from or payment of royalties to the variety rights holder. Uses 
other than those mentioned above will require permission.
Allows farmers to use the protected variety as long as not for 
commercial purposes.
Nothing shall affect a farmer’s traditional right to save, use, 
exchange, share or sell his farm produce of a protected variety, 
except where a sale is for the purpose of reproduction under a 
branded marketing arrangement
A farmer shall be deemed to be entitled to save, use, sow, re-sow, 
exchange, share or sell his farm produce provided that the farmer 
shall not be entitled to sell seed of a variety protected under this 
Act on a commercial basis.
Farmers can save, use, exchange, share and sell their produce of 
the protected variety with the restriction that they cannot sell 
branded seed of the protected variety for commercial purposes.
The Minister of Agriculture and Forestry may restrict the breeder’s 
rights to a variety, if a farmer collects the seeds of the variety for 
himself for the purpose of self-production.
The traditional right of small farmers to save, use, exchange, 
share or sell their farm produce of a variety protected under this 
Act, is maintained except when a sale is for the purpose of 
reproduction under a commercial marketing agreement.
Small farmers can only use seeds of a protected variety on their 
own field and exchange with small farmers only in ‘reasonable 
amount’. The sale of farm-saved seeds is allowed only in 
situations where a small farmer cannot make use of the farm-
saved seeds on his own holding due to natural disaster or 
emergency or any other factor beyond the control of the small 
farmer, and if the amount sold is not more than what is required in 
her/his own field.
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in real terms restrict  farmers’ inherent freedom.

Future trends are expected to be as follows:

FTAs. The European Union and Japan tend to demand the same (see box). Along 

With the law twisted to their side, private breeders and seed companies can use a 

material from farmers’ premises, which can mean a lot of harassment to small farmers.

SOME RICE-RELATED LAWS

or rent ricegrowing land plots. 

found.  One such law from the southern state of Kerala aims to prevent the conversion of 



58 59| WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds  WOMEN Reclaim Our Seeds |

involving the people. Some groups are also organising farmers’ juries to give ‘verdicts’ 

JAPAN FTAS DIGGING INTO FARMERS’ FIELDS

to put pressure on its trading partners to accept patents on life and to toughen up laws that 

for US and European seed companies. The European seed giant, Vilmorin, has made 

seed companies have developed in the Philippines, Thailand and Taiwan, in a sector 

the seed sector driving the changes in the region.

of the law and the process of its making. 

grassroots level.

In India, it is the strong protests against the new Seed Bill that has kept its passage 
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is possible if the local resistance against unjust laws is kept alive and supported.

the selectors, keepers and propagators of seeds, should remain at the centre of the 

need to be invoked. 

alongside men’s cash crops
countries, women develop and maintain seed banks.

banks, as in the call for IRRI’s closure. 

have set up their own Indonesian Organic Farming Network (Jaker PO). 

html
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REFERENCES:

grain.org.





ABOUT PAN AP

humans and the environment by pesticides and promoting biodiversity-based 
ecological agriculture.   

PAN AP’s vision is a society that is truly democratic, equal, just, and culturally 
diverse; based on the principles of food sovereignty, gender justice and environ-
mental sustainability. It has developed strong partnerships with peasants, agricul-

by the strong leadership of these grassroots groups, has grown into a reputable 

PAN AP’s mission lies in strengthening people’s movements to advance and assert 
food sovereignty, biodiversity-based ecological agriculture, and the empower-
ment of rural women; protect people and the environment from highly hazardous 
pesticides; defend the rice heritage of Asia; and resist the threats of corporate 
agriculture and neo-liberal globalization.  

-

regionally and globally.  

EMPOWERING PEOPLE FOR CHANGE


