
Understanding Seed Systems 
Used by Small Farmers in Africa: 
Focus on Markets

A 
great deal has been written on formal and informal1 seed systems 
in Africa. However, the importance of the local seed/grain markets2 
has gone largely unrecognized and unappreciated as a distinct and 
expanding presence. This brief will introduce the formal and informal 

seed systems and highlight the growing importance of seed/grain markets for 
seed system stability and growth. It will also suggest concrete opportunities 
for greater integration of the formal and informal seed systems – centering 
on the strengthening of local markets during normal times as well as during 
disaster periods.

Formal and Informal Seed Systems
Farmers, particularly smallholder farmers, use many systems to access seeds.
 The formal seed system can be characterized by a clear chain of activities. 
It usually starts with plant breeding and promotes materials for formal variety 
release and maintenance. Regulations exist in this system to maintain variety 
identity and purity as well as to guarantee physical, physiological and sanitary 
quality. Seed marketing takes place through officially recognized seed outlets, 
and by way of national agricultural research systems (Louwaars 1994) and 
even through relief seed programs. The central premise of the formal system 
is that there is a clear distinction between ‘seed’ and ‘grain’. Formal systems 
are especially important when seed is used to grow crops for commercial 
purposes (for example export or further food processing) and the uniformity 
and high quality of the product has to be guaranteed.
 The informal seed system is basically what the formal system is not. Seed-
related activities tend to be integrated and locally organized, and the informal 
system embraces most of the other ways in which farmers themselves 
produce, disseminate and procure seed: directly from their own harvest, 
through barter among friends, neighbors and relatives, and through local grain 
markets or traders. The same general steps take place in the informal system 
as in the formal but as integral parts of farmers’ grain production rather than 
as discrete activities. Local technical knowledge and standards guide informal 
seed system performance, including the prevailing market forces. Perhaps 
because of its local specificity to needs and preferences the informal system 
provides most of the seed farmers use, worldwide between 80% and 90% of 
stocks. The important exception concerns hybrid maize (see Box 1). 
 Figure 1 overleaf shows schematically the formal and informal dimensions 
of seed systems and how flows of varieties and information between the two 
are routine.   
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1 The “informal system is sometimes also referred to as ‘local’, ‘farmer’, or ‘traditional’ seed systems.
2 We use the word ‘local’ seed/grain market to distinguish it from centralized more formal commercial 

enterprise. Seed arriving in the local markets is sometimes sourced from areas quite distant.

There are significant 
opportunities  

to improve the  
integration of formal 

seed systems with 
seed/grain markets. 

These cluster around 
linking such markets 

to sources of new  
varieties, supporting  

training in seed  
production and  

providing business 
development services 

to emerging  
smaller-scale  

seed enterprises.
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■ Acceptance that market seed is an important 
complement to farmers’ own production and also 
to commercial, formal sector seed.

■ Realization that the market seed channels are 
relatively efficient and that farmers rely on local 
market seed for sound reasons of convenience, 
availability of varieties, price and adequate 
quality.

Seed/Grain Markets: Reassessing  
Opportunities
Field analysis of seed systems has helped to 
question stereotypes and to identify opportunities 
rather than focus on constraints. Across Africa, 
market-related findings are demonstrating that:
■ Market-sourced seed (especially for self-

pollinated crops) serves as the core for seed 
security, especially among the more vulnerable 
farm families.

■ Local grain markets, from which farmers obtain 
seed, prove durable in stress periods (during 
drought, flood and even instances of civil strife).

■ The genetic quality of seed sourced in markets 
is most often acceptable to farmers, as it is 
generally grown in nearby agro-ecological 
contexts that match their own needs.

■ The physiological and phytosanitary quality of 
seed purchased in local markets can be partially 
regulated (by sorting and acquisition from known 
contacts) and is often objectively good.

■ Local seed/grain markets are often important 
channels for moving new varieties. In fact, for 
some crops, local markets move new varieties 
more effectively than formal diffusion channels.

■ Markets prove to be a useful source for re-
accessing seed of desired types and quantities 
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During Normal Times
During normal times, initiatives could usefully focus 
on improving both the variety and quality of seed 
sold in local markets, especially as this is proving to 
be a core source of seed for more vulnerable farm 
families. These include:
■ Greater support needs to be given to increasing 

the seed quality of crops and varieties in greatest 
demand at the markets. These may be local 
varieties or they may be new ones, but those 
supplying large quantities of seed/grain to the 
market need to be trained to produce better 
seed (which does not need to be certified). Up 
to now, such training has been localized in small 
community-based groups, often by development 
projects. General knowledge on targeted ways 
to raise seed quality has to be mainstreamed 

in farming 
communities.
■ Farmers and 
farmer groups 
need a good deal 
more training in 
agro-enterprise 
development. It 
is not enough to 
produce good 
seed. Such 
seed needs to 
bring profits 
on a continual 

basis. The commercial sector has shied away 
from subsistence crops and open-pollinated 
varieties as the profits are not sufficient. Hence, 
communities have to diversify production among 
crops and varieties and, crucially, need to 
have ongoing supplies of new and appreciated 
materials to stimulate demand. 

■ In reference to the point above, direct links needs 
to be forged between variety innovators and those 
who can multiply and distribute seed at a decent 
price. Right now, new varieties filter through 
to communities unacceptably slowly. Research 
systems have to deliver new materials not only 
to seed parastatals and commercial communities 
but directly to important community-based nodes 
right across the country.

■ Traders and farmer groups need continued access 
to quality control support – which is enabling and 
not threatening. A trader who becomes known 
for truly good seed should eventually be able to 
garner worthwhile price margins.

Such integration would direct benefits to farmers-
consumers, traders and potentially to national 
economies as production gains translate into 
increased revenues. The commercial seed sector 

could potentially benefit too, but only if the exposure 
of farmers to modestly better quality seed creates 
demand for the highly specialized products proffered 
by commercial enterprise.

During Emergency
The link between strengthened seed/grain markets 
in normal times and in disaster is direct. Higher 
quality seed and improved access is better at all 
times. Concerted, ongoing market strengthening 
should herald changes in the way such markets are 
regarded during periods of stress and emergency. 
For too long, seed for disaster relief has been 
sourced from the commercial seed sector, and its 
quality is often dubious. (‘Commercial seed aid’ is 
often but grain from market, conditioned, packaged 
and re-labeled; see the eastern Kenya and Zimbabwe 
cases in Brief No. 2).
 Local seed/grain markets can increasingly be 
made use of in disaster response via distribution 
of vouchers, cash, or a combination of vouchers 
and seed fairs. In the past, such systems have 
delivered sufficient seed and seed of acceptable 
crops, varieties and quality. Local markets are also 
important features in regional economies. They need 
to be supported, not undermined, particularly in 
stress periods.
 In sum, we need to look at local seed/grain 
markets as opportunities rather than constraints. 
With more targeted alliances, such markets can be 
crucial for moving new varieties from the formal 
sector more rapidly and more widely. With strategic 
support the products that local seed/grain markets 
offer can change from being ‘farmer-acceptable and 
known’ to ‘much better than what the farmers have 
in their hands’. Finally, because the local seed/
grain markets are so crucial to farmers’ welfare, 
improvements in normal times immediately translate 
into improvements during periods of stress.
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self-pollinated crops, 
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4 Assessing Seed System Security

not be appropriate for 
the context and, even if 
appropriate, may not be 
used for other reasons. 
 In considering 
objectives, practitioners 
may either elect to 
restore the system to the 
status quo ante (as it was 
before) or actively aim to 
promote a different and 

presumably improved crop and agricultural system. 
In planning either thrust, it is nec
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Analyze Seed Channel Functioning: 
Post-Crisis 

This step provides the core of the seed system 
security assessment. Some channels may be more 
resilient to different kinds of stress than others, and 
one should not assume that a breakdown in one 
channel means a breakdown in all. So, for instance, 
in times of bureaucratic upheaval such as civil war, 
when government services may halt, formal channels 
like seed parastatals often cease to function, while 
local ones, such as the seed/grain markets, often 
continue to operate. 
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Local Markets
Analyses that show how farmers actually obtain 
seed, both in normal and stress times, also deliver 
an important message about local markets. For 
many crops, small farmers are increasingly obtaining 
their seed through local vendors and markets, 
either to top up their home supplies, or to obtain 
the bulk of their seed, because they felt forced (or 
chose) to eat their household stocks. This trend 
toward market purchase is being documented again 
and again as land holdings become smaller and 
more fragmented, and as soil fertility progressively 
declines, particularly in East, Central and Southern 
Africa. The key question for understanding seed 
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 Threshold or trigger indicators that might signal 
chronic stress include:
■ Aid is being given season after season, in 

absence of acute outside stress such as  
floods.

■ Crop failure, and purported lack of seed, becomes 
cyclical, say every 2 to 3 years.

■ Lack of seed stored in houses and communities 
where it is normally maintained in quantity.

■ Dramatic declines in seed quality and viability, 
or farmers sowing seed that they know to be of 
significantly inferior quality for germination rate 
or plant health.

■ 
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Uganda and Kenya. Seed is procured either from 
government seed parastatals or from private 
companies who procure certified seed of varieties 
that have been developed by private or public sector 
research. 
 Commercially-based DSD by its nature is restricted 
to a narrow range of crops and varieties that the seed 
business sector has deemed potentially profitable. 
Many of these crop and variety types have been 
selected for medium and high potential environments, 
or may be hybrids, because the commercial sector 
is geared towards those farmers who can afford to 
pay for new varieties or who seek to renew their seed 
stocks regularly.

Farmer Seed-Based DSD
Direct Seed Distribution is not based on the 
commercial sector in countries such as Ethiopia, 
Eritrea and Burundi because the commercial sector 
there is nonexistent or too small to meet the relief 
demand or because the government discourages 
the importation of seed into the country. In these 
countries, DSD consists of sourcing seed from 
the farmers directly, via larger-scale traders, or by 
purchases in grain markets. In farmer-based DSD 
(as with commercial-based DSD) implementing 
agencies decide on crops, varieties and their relative 
quantities. Tenders are issued, seed is purchased, 
aggregated, transported and distributed to farmers.

DIRECT AID APPROACHES

1.  Direct Seed Distribution: 
Commercial-Based 
a.k.a Convention Seed Aid, 
Seeds and tools.

Procurement of quality seed from outside the region, for delivery to farmers. The 
most widely used approach to seed relief. 

Short-term response best suited to address problems of seed availability especially 
in situations of total crop failure and long-term displacement of farmers.

2.  Direct Seed Distribution: 
Farmer-based or Local 
procurement and distribution 
of seed.

Procurement of quality seed from within the region, for delivery to farmers, a variant 
of 1.

Short-term response to address problems of seed access or highly localized 
problems of seed availability.

3.  Food aid, Seed Protection 
Ration.

Food aid is often supplied in emergency situations alongside seed aid so that the 
farming family does not need to consume the seed provided or to eat their remaining 
seed stocks.

MARKET-BASED AID APPROACHES

4.  Vouchers and cash to farmers.

Vouchers or cash are provided so as to give farmers the means to access seed where 
it is available, from local markets or the commercial sector. Farmers can access 
crops and varieties of their choice. 

Short-term response to address problems of seed access especially in situations of 
local seed shortages where local markets or barter between farmers are normally 
used.

5.  Seed Fairs.

Seed fairs provide an ad hoc market place to facilitate access to seeds of specific 
crops and varieties, from other farmers, traders, and the formal sector. Usually used 
in conjunction with vouchers to provide poorer farmers with purchasing power.

Short or medium-term response to address problems of seed access especially for 
subsistence crops, and where local markets are normally used.

6. Trade-Input, Multi-Input, 
Livelihood Fairs.

A variant of 5. In addition to seed, such fairs facilitate farmers’ access to inputs such 
as small livestock, animal feed, fertilizer and tools. 

TABLE 1
Range of seed relief approaches used in periods of acute emergency stress
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 The fact that seed can be successfully sourced 
from the farmer seed system during direct seed 
distributions provides prima facie evidence that there 
is no problem of seed availability in the countries and 
regions in question, although there may be pockets of 
problems, for which local procurement is necessary. 
Supply-side interventions like DSD are generally 
misplaced in such situations.

Food Aid and Seed Protection Rations
The delivery of food aid may be underrated as a 
seed relief strategy. Delivery of food aid can allow 
farmers to retain, rather than eat, their remaining 
seed stocks. The rationale for the Seed Protection 
Ration is that such food aid is given particularly for 
the months prior to sowing, during the lean times.

Market-Based Approaches
Market-based approaches focus on giving farmers 
the means to obtain seed. They are based on the 
assumption that seed access, not seed availability, 
is the primary constraint. The use of seed vouchers, 
coupled with seed fairs, is the most common 
response in this genre. The seed focus has also 
recently expanded to embrace ‘Trade-Input’ or 
‘Multi-Input’ or ‘Livelihood’ Fairs. Furthermore, giving 
vouchers or cash alone, without an accompanying 
fair, is increasingly being practiced as a seed aid 
strategy.

Seed Vouchers and Fairs
Seed vouchers are coupons or certificates with 
a guaranteed cash value that can be exchanged 
for seed from approved sellers. Seed sellers then 
redeem their vouchers for cash from the issuing 
agency. The Seed Voucher and Fair approach 
(SV&F) brings seed sellers together on a specific 
set of days and in a well-advertised local venue and 
then allows farmers who need seeds to select the 
crops and varieties they want. The SV&F approach 
is fairly recent in terms of an emergency response 
and was first implemented in July 2000 in Kenya 
(see Remington et al. 2002). However, its use has 
been scaled up quickly and as of 2005 had been 
implemented in some 30 African countries.

Trade-Input, Multi-Input or Livelihood Fairs
Several variants on seed fairs give farmers access 
to a range of inputs beyond seed, such as small 
livestock, animal feed, fertilizer and tools. Vouchers 
are issued, and sellers and buyers come together in 
dedicated aid events.

Cash or Vouchers Alone
Voucher distribution alone has been used in a 
range of aid contexts, for services as well as goods: 
medicines, tools, food and other items vulnerable 

populations might need. Their use linked to seed is 
somewhat more recent, and ultimately allows the 
recipients to decide whether seed of any kind is a 
priority for them.
 Cash-based aid also has been around for 
decades, but work comparing the effectiveness of 
cash to vouchers and to direct aid approaches is 
fairly new. The first conclusions suggest that direct 
cash compares favorably with all alternatives, 
including food aid itself (see Harvey 2005).
 Table 1 summarizes the range of seed relief 
approaches used in periods of acute emergency 
stress. (Modified from Anon. 2004 FAO).

Comparing the Dominant Forms of Aid: 
DSD and SV&F
No one approach to seed aid is inherently better 
than another. Much depends on features such as 
the nature of the emergency (man-made or natural), 
the seed security problems encountered and the 
capacities of the implementing agencies. Below 
we outline some of the salient advantages and 
disadvantages associated with the two dominant 
forms of seed aid: Direct Seed Distribution and Seed 
Vouchers & Fairs. 

Advantages
Main advantages of Direct Seed Distribution:
1.  It exploits the existing disaster relief system and 

capacity. 
 Governments, donors and relief agencies have 

well established procurement processes and 
accountability systems. Seed can be treated as 
any other commodity, such as food, blankets, 
tarpaulins etc. Tenders are issued, sealed bids 
accepted, seed is purchased, transported and 
distributed.

2.  It is easy to scale up quickly.
 If seed is available, it can be sourced, transported 

and distributed to large numbers of farmers in a 
short period of time.

3.  It supports the formal seed system. 
 The purchase of commercial seed is very 

profitable to seed companies because orders 
are large, NGOs pay up front and they also 
handle transport and distribution. It is especially 
lucrative when seed companies can purchase and 
condition grain to sell as ‘emergency grade’  
seed.

4.  It is an opportunity to finance the large scale 
dissemination of seed of new promising research 
varieties. Seed of new varieties reaches many 
more farmers more quickly than through the 
commercial channels.
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Main advantages of Seed Vouchers & Fairs:
1.  SV&F builds and strengthens local farmer 

systems. 
 Although recovering from disaster, demand by 

farmers for seed is usually constrained by their 
lack of financial capital. Increasing demand by 
issuing vouchers enables farmers to access seed 
from a range of sources such as other farmers, 
market traders and the commercial seed sector. 
When managed by competent staff, seed fairs 
provide an opportunity to identify ways to 
strengthen seed systems by supporting seed 
production, marketing and system integration.

2.  SV&F increases financial and social capital in 
the target communities. 

 Unlike DSD, where seed companies, procurement 
agencies, large traders and transporters capture 
most of the benefit, the proceeds from the sale of 
seed is shared mostly among community-based 
traders (many of whom are women). This results 
in increased financial and social capital in the 
communities.

3.  SV&F strengthens the integration of the formal 
and farmer seed systems. 

 SV&F provides an opportunity for sellers of 
commercial and farmer seed to compete for 
customers. Where commercial seed companies 
or stockists have been represented at fairs, 
farmers have often opted to spend at least a 
portion of their vouchers on commercial seed, for 
example on hybrid maize or on a new variety of 
bean or pigeonpea.

4. SV&F gives farmers relative choice of crop and 
varieties. 

 A diversity of crops and varieties are on offer at 
seed fairs, usually reflecting the predominant 
crops sold also at local seed/grain markets. 
Farmers have the option to use their vouchers to 
obtain crops and varieties of particular interest 
and to access multiple types of seed.

Disadvantages
Main disadvantages of Direct Seed Distribution:
1. The approach tends to be top down and 

centralized. 
 DSD is generally not planned and implemented 

with communities. As a supply-side approach, the 
implementers tend to make the major decisions 
on seed procurement and distribution.

2. There are important risks of wrong varieties or 
crops. 

 Because seed is sourced either commercially 
or in bulk, a narrow range of crops and varieties 

tend to be on offer in DSD. Particularly where 
companies and seed parastatals are targeted 
towards medium and higher potential farming 
areas, the crops and varieties on offer for 
emergency may not be suitable for the conditions 
of vulnerable or marginal small farmers.

3. The large scale of seed acquisition results in a 
skewed distribution of benefits. 

 Mega-tendering (that is purchasing large amounts 
of seed) means mega-profit for the successful 
bidders and transporters. The value of the seed 
received by farmers is but a small fraction of the 
total project cost. 

4. Emergency DSD purchase undermines market 
functioning. 

 The free delivery of seed, directly and on a large 
scale, undermines the functioning of local seed/
grain markets and compromises the development 
of longer-term more commercial seed supply 
systems. Furthermore, while DSD can be quite 
profitable for seed companies, such enterprises 
often opt for sales to emergency NGOs after a 
disaster and may neglect their network of rural 
stockists and customers.

Main disadvantages of Seed Vouchers & Fairs:
1. The approach is difficult to implement quickly 

and to scale up. 
 SV&F is decentralized and management intensive. 

Many NGOs have never implemented SV&F and so 
they require training, which takes time. Each fair 
can serve on average only 500 farmers – which 
means that multiple teams have to operate 
concurrently and for several weeks to reach even 
10,000 farmers.

2. SV&F requires knowledge and capacity of seed 
systems. 

 Unlike DSD, SV&Fs are not once-off distributions. 
Rather they are the start of a process of relief, 
recovery and development that spans three years 
or more. This process requires competent and 
dedicated agriculture staff, which most relief 
agencies currently lack.

3. SV&F practitioners have less access to seed of 
commercial and researcher varieties. 

 Given a choice, seed companies will prefer 
DSD over SV&F. In DSD the relief agency is the 
customer and relief agencies are ideal customers 
because they place large orders, always pay on 
time and rarely complain. In contrast, reaching 
rural farmers is expensive and risky because 
smallholders may decide not to purchase the 
more expensive commercial seed.

PRACTICE BRIEF 8
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Concerns Common to Both: Seed Quality 
It is essential that the seed delivered by seed aid 
is of acceptable quality, so that it can hasten the 
process of recovery. Concerns about quality are 
often at the heart of critiques of both approaches, 
DSD and SV&F. 
 Stereotypes often judge seed from the formal 
or commercial sector as high quality, healthy and 
having high germination, while seed from the 
informal sector (home-produced and procured 
from the market) is deemed of poor seed quality.  
 However, grounded analyses show that such 
labels can be deceptive (see Brief No. 2). The 
health quality of formal-sector seed may not be as 
advertised, while at the same time select laboratory 
analyses have demonstrated good quality in farmer 
seed and market seed (western Kenya case). Overall, 
emergency-grade seed is variable in health and 
genetic quality (eastern Kenya case). The point is not 
to assume the quality of seed from a given source 
because of the source. Other methods may be 
needed to verify standards. 
 The focus on seed health as a measure of quality 
in emergency seed aid has diverted attention from 
what is probably the more important quality issue: 
suitability. The seed on offer must be adapted to the 
growing and stress conditions at hand, and should 
have generally acceptable crop characteristics. It is 
puzzling that genetic quality has in practice been 
given second priority in emergency responses. While 
relatively few crops and varieties are multiplied 
by the formal sector, those emerging from formal 
research sectors or on offer from commercial 
companies are assumed to be good enough for 
emergency distribution, regardless of whether they 
have been selected for use in the regions of stress, 
can be grown under the management conditions 
actually practiced by farmers, or are acceptable to 
those preparing food. On this last point, farmers may 
be given orange-fleshed sweet potatoes or yellow 
maize when cultural preferences abhor such choices, 
preferring white sweet potatoes or white maize. In 
the relief business there are often trade-offs between 
accessing seed with locally-accepted agronomic and 
consumer qualities versus seed with highly defined 
health and viability standards. 

Looking Forward: Direct versus  
Market-Based Aid
Concern has been growing among donors, 
agriculture researchers and NGO practitioners that 
Direct Seed Distribution has become repetitive 
and is expensive, with little impact beyond the few 
kilograms of seed received by farmers. In addition, 
evidence is accumulating that the seed security 
problem is often not one of seed availability or 

quality, but rather of lack of access to seed. Hence 
there is now increased interest in the use of a range 
of market-based approaches to emergency seed  
aid. 
 With growing donor support (particularly 
from the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance/
USAID), large NGOs such as CRS, CARE, World 
Vision International, and Save the Children UK 
are increasingly 
using Seed 
Vouchers & Fairs 
in their relief and 
recovery efforts. 
One of the more 
dramatic shifts 
to date has been 
in Mozambique, 
where the 
government has 
dropped DSD and 
shifted to vouchers 
with support from 
the International 
Center for Research 
in the Semi-Arid 
Tropics (ICRISAT) 
and FAO. 
   There are 
a number of 
important 
challenges 
related to SV&F 
implementation, 
including the 
requirement 
for increased 
agricultural 
technical 
competence, the 
need to engage 
the formal seed 
sector – especially 
agricultural 
research – to 
enable farmers to access seed of new and promising 
varieties, and the pull for SV&F to remain innovative 
and not become stagnant or repetitive. Relief 
agencies that want to implement SV&F need to 
hire, train and retain competent agricultural staff. 
This will not be easy as many agencies have no 
agriculture capacity and treat seed as they would 
any other relief commodity.    
Furthermore, in order to give farmers access to 
seed of new and promising varieties at seed fairs, 
research organizations will also need support to 
ensure that seed is multiplied and on offer at the 
fairs. Finally, effective monitoring and evaluation and 

Direct seed  
distribution is easy  
to scale up, supports 
the formal sector  
and can be used  
to disseminate new 
varieties widely. Seed 
vouchers and fairs 
strengthen local  
systems and  
strengthen social  
and financial capital  
in communities.   
They offer farmers 
more choice (of both 
local and new crops 
and varieties) and  
can pave the way for  
integration between 
formal and  
informal systems.



PRACTICE BRIEF 8

6SEED AID FOR SEED SECURITY              ADVICE FOR PRACTITIONERS  

timely reporting are needed to continue to capture 
opportunities created by SV&F.
 The increasing use of vouchers and direct 
cash approaches more generally to address the 
problem of lack of access is both a promising sign 
and a strong signal. Homing in on the problem of 
access and letting farmers make their emergency 
choices should enhance the odds that immediate 
aid meets priority needs. However, the recognition 
that concerns about access are central should serve 
to help shift aid away from emergency responses 
altogether for seed and non-seed. The inability 
to access a good is one of the problems of basic 
poverty. Hence, the scope of assistance needs to go 
well beyond emergency aid, and towards approaches 
that strengthen basic livelihood strategies, for 
example agro-enterprise and income generation 
programs.
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The Power of Evaluation

T
he current state of evaluation in seed aid is dismal indeed. In principle 
at least, practitioners understand and embrace the importance of 
evaluation in learning from experience and improving performance. 
Unfortunately, however, seed interventions are often seen as 

straightforward, one-off, and output focused: react quickly, distribute seed and 
close out. Evaluations are not relevant.
 This attitude has resulted in a remarkable stagnation in how seed 
security is understood and assessed and how interventions are planned and 
implemented. Fortunately, ideas are changing. With a growing realization that 
seed systems are complex and resilient and that local institutions – especially 
markets – can and should play a central role in recovery, initial seed aid 
responses are now seen as the first important step in an ongoing process 
that may last many years. Evaluation has become essential to ensure that 
experience leads to learning and that learning informs the next step in the 
process. This will lead to better projects, which in turn will result in stronger 
and more resilient seed systems that underpin sustainable seed security. 
Evaluations should help to correct common and immediate problems such as 
poor targeting, unsuitable crops or varieties on offer and dependency creation. 
 Rather than turning their attention to evaluation at the end of implementation, 
practitioners should reflect on the evaluation when designing the intervention. 
What should be the outcomes of the intervention and for whom? For how  
long, and at what intervals, will the agency need to monitor the range of 
effects of its assistance? Time and budget commitments should be made 
accordingly.

Types of evaluation
There are several different types of evaluations.
Real time evaluations 
One can use interviews, for example just after seed distribution or as people 
leave seed fairs, to obtain feedback from beneficiaries. This feedback is then 
used immediately to inform the next planned event. Real time evaluations 
monitor information to ensure that the process is on track and that problems 
are identified and corrected as quickly as possible.

Output evaluations 
Interviews are conducted right after the intervention (within one month) 
to provide feedback from practitioners, partners and beneficiaries on the 
logistics of the intervention (its timing, targeting, distribution mode, etc.). This 
is the classic type of post-mortem evaluation that satisfies donor requirements 
and closes a project.

Outcome evaluations 
At the end of the cropping season interviews evaluate the effectiveness or 
outcome of the intervention in terms of impact on crop production and next 
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Practitioners should 
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as an exceptional 
learning opportunity. 

Donors need to  
support practitioners 
in contributing to the 

body of knowledge, 
rather than merely 

holding them  
accountable for  
mistakes made.



PRACTICE BRIEF9

2 The Power of Evaluation

season’s seed security. An outcome evaluation shifts 
the focus from what was done (outputs) to what 
might be done next to support continuing recovery.

Impact evaluations 
Longer term follow up, conducted after three to five 
seasons, aims to evaluate the broader impact of the 
interventions on seed system resilience and food 
security. This type of evaluation seeks to capture 
and share learning and best practices for the wider 
practitioner community.

Meta-analyses and evaluations 
This type of evaluation compares several 
interventions at once. The interventions may be 
of the same type (for instance, a range of direct 
seed distributions) or they may represent different 
approaches, such as direct seed distribution and 

seed vouchers 
and fairs. Meta-
analyses may even 
assess the totality 
of seed system 
interventions in a 
given geographical 
area. Such 
evaluations can 
also be used 
to compare 
performance 
across countries, 
with different 
seed systems, 
experiencing 

different disasters and different levels of seed 
insecurity. 
 Meta-analyses generally focus on the 
effectiveness of the approach itself. They are of 
special interest to practitioners committed to 
learning how to improve seed-aid planning and 
implementation by deepening their understanding of 
seed systems and the strengths and weaknesses of 
different kinds of response. 

Evaluation as the cornerstone of learning
Evaluations present a wonderful opportunity for 
learning – first and foremost for the implementers 
but also for the wider practitioner and donor 
communities. The challenge for practitioners is to 
stop treating evaluations as an onerous requirement 
and to recognize them as the exceptional learning 
opportunities that they are. The discussion of 
whether evaluations should be internal or external 
misses the point – which is that they should focus 
on learning. That requires the practitioners to be 
actively involved in the evaluation with the intention 
of using the results to improve practices. Therefore, 

perhaps one of the better models involves an 
externally-facilitated evaluation.
 Although donors accept output-focused post 
mortems, they also support rigorous outcome 
evaluations. The challenge for seed aid donors 
is to become more proactive in supporting 
evaluation. This will require donors to embrace 
learning and sharing as the principle objectives 
of evaluation, rather than regarding evaluation 
as simply reporting and closing. Donors need to 
communicate their support for learning-focused 
evaluations. They should shift their focus from 
holding practitioners accountable for mistakes 
made to supporting practitioners in contributing 
to the body of knowledge on seed assistance. It is 
also vital that donors give attention to how those 
implementing – and everyone else involved in seed 
aid – subsequently apply the lessons learned during 
the evaluation. 

Guide Questions for Different Types 
of Evaluation 
In the table opposite we suggest some of the varied 
issues that might be embraced by the different types 
of evaluations introduced in the previous section. 
The list is suggestive, to give examples of key issues 
at different levels of evaluation, and is a long way 
from being exhaustive. What is important is to 
emphasize that:
■ The key evaluation issues change through time.
■ All four types of evaluations are important and 

are not interchangeable.
■ The recipients’ views and actual effects on 

the ground have to figure among the essential 
elements.

Note that current evaluation and monitoring, if 
done at all within seed aid projects, is generally 
limited to the inputs distributed and the efficiencies 
of the operation (its timeliness and numbers of 
beneficiaries reached). Evaluations have to address 
concerns of basic intervention effectiveness, such 
as whether the precise activities made a difference 
to the farmers in the farming system and more 
broadly to the local economy. While the insights of 
implementers are important for improving practice, 
the recipients’ point of view should be given equal 
weight; to do so requires considerable field time to 
be allocated for evaluation.
 To reiterate, evaluations at all levels present 
important opportunities for learning and thus to 
improve practice. However, such evaluations require 
real reflection and commitment as well as time, 
energy and financial resources. In completing the 
cycle, practitioners have to be prepared to use the 
results for specific projects and to incorporate their 
wider lessons into future program design.

Evaluations must  
address concerns of 

basic intervention  
effectiveness. Have  

activities made a  
difference to farmers, 
farming systems and  

the local economy?
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Seed System Relief and Evaluation Overview: Select themes to be addressed

Type of Evaluation Agency’s assessments of Recipients’ assessments of 

Real-time  
(during intervention)

Insights (from diverse perspectives) on:
■ Products on offer (crop and variety choice, seed quality, seed amounts)
■ The immediate intervention process, whatever recipients signal as important, e.g.

• Length of intervention, including waiting time
• Number and order of farmers served
• Adequacy of support personnel

Output  
(after about  
one-month)

Insights (from diverse perspectives) on the efficiency, organization and logistics of intervention.
■ Timing (especially in relation to subsequent planting)
■ Targeting (process and perceived ‘fairness’)
■ Choice of locales
■ Choice of crops and varieties
■ Adequacy of seed quality on offer (and validity of process guiding quality verification)
■ Adequacy of preparatory information or sessions
■ Scale (numbers served, overall amounts of seed or products delivered or made accessible)
What worked? What was missing? What modifications should be made in future?

Outcome  
(after first season)

Insights on first effects of intervention. 
Recipient Focus:
■ Yield performance and farmer satisfaction with crops and varieties obtained as aid 

(qualitative and quantitative variety attributes)
■ Importance of seed aid in relation to farmers’ other seed sources

• What proportion of the aid given was sown and why?
• What proportion of the total seed sown came from aid (versus home-saved seed, local 

markets, exchange) and why?
Farming System and Implementer Focus:
■ Was the impact of the disaster on farming systems sufficiently understood to guide planning 

(looking with hindsight)?
■ Was the general choice of intervention valid (and linked to a specific seed security need?)
■ Was the intervention actually needed? Evidence?
■ Did the intervention strengthen or protect seed security? Evidence?
■ Which broad groups were reached by the intervention and which not?
■ Were there any unanticipated positive effects?
■ Were there any unanticipated negative effects?
What worked? What was missing? What modifications should be made in future?

Impact evaluations 
(after several seasons)

Impact – positive and negative – of intervention on:
■ Stability of production and food security
■ Biodiversity of crops and varieties
■ Household income and local economy
■ Seed channel functioning, including local seed/grain markets and development of 

commercial enterprises
■ System resilience to possible next set of shocks

TABLE 1
Themes to address in evaluation

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4
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Meta-analyses 
(after cluster of 
interventions 
completed)

Content here would vary according to what is being compared. Some general guide themes.
Strengths and weakness of a specific type of intervention (e.g. Direct Seed Distribution) for 
specific contexts (e.g. civil strife, flood, drought).
■ For whom?

• farmers
– male
– female

• children
• traders
• commercial companies

■ immediate effects
• range of benefits and costs

– agronomic
– environmental
– economic
– social

■ longer-term effects
• range of benefits and costs

– agronomic
– environmental
– economic
– social

Comparative advantages among different interventions (e.g. cash and voucher delivery, direct 
seed distribution, seed vouchers and fairs, seed protection rations)
■ Which contexts?
■ For whom?
■ Immediate effects?
■ Longer-term effects?

Seed System Relief and Evaluation Overview: Select themes to be addressed

Type of Evaluation Agency’s assessments of Recipients’ assessments of 

 



Developing a  
Seed-Aid Proposal:
A Rapid Review Checklist  
for Practitioners

D
isaster has a devastating impact on agricultural livelihoods 
and often demands support in the food security sector. Even 
as immediate needs are being considered, attention turns to 
supporting agricultural recovery, and that often includes seed 

assistance. The design of these seed-aid proposals is challenging for three 
reasons: seed interventions are complex and context-specific, especially so 
following a disaster; time is short as seed is needed before the next planting 
season; and the implementing agency best placed to respond often lacks 
experience and expertise in seed systems and seed security analysis.
 This rapid review checklist is intended to assist practitioner agencies 
to review and provide feedback to people who are developing proposals 
focused on seed security. It can help to determine whether proposals have 
exploited the seed-assistance body of knowledge, whether they are grounded 
in an understanding and appreciation of farmer systems and capacity, and 
whether they reflect better seed-aid practices. Proposal writers too can use it 
to determine whether they have covered the major topics before prescribing 
a response of seed aid. It can also be used by donors to complement other 
project review guidance.
 The checklist highlights issues that are unique and critical for guiding 
seed security strategy and the design of broad seed system interventions. 
It is emphatically not a ‘how to do seed aid’ manual. The Table overleaf 
presents the various elements of the checklist. Each of the assessment 
criteria is then discussed in more detail.

Seed Aid for Seed Security
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Working through  
a set of  

guiding criteria, 
practitioners can 
ensure that any 

proposals for 
implementing seed 

system support  
are well-grounded  

and stand a  
good chance of 
achieving their 

objectives. 
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CRITERIA Y N Further Needs/Comments

Assessments

1
Is the disaster sufficiently well described, in terms 
of scope and detail, to provide context for the 
intervention?

2
Have the ex ante cropping systems been 
adequately and accurately described?

3
Have the ex ante seed systems been adequately 
and accurately described?

4
Is the diagnosis of the impact of the disaster on 
seed security supported?

5
From the assessment, does it appear appropriate 
and feasible to consider a farming-related 
intervention within the period specified?

Intervention Objectives and Strategy

6
Are the proposed objectives for seed-related 
assistance clear? 

7

Do the objectives and proposed strategy address 
the seed security problem?
• short term
• longer term

8
Is the proposed strategy sound and supported by 
past experience?

9
Have the populations needing seed-related 
assistance been adequately defined?

10 
Are the choices for seed channels clearly 
explained and justified? (Distinguish between seed 
multiplication and distribution, if appropriate.)

Implementation and Activity programming

11
If seed is to be made available through some form 
of aid, are the activities for ensuring variety and 
seed quality explicit and sufficient?

12

Are monitoring, evaluation and reporting planned 
and budgeted? (Distinguish short-term focus on 
outputs and longer-term focus on impact and 
learning.)

13 Is an exit strategy articulated?

14
Does the proposal engage and empower women 
and communities? 

15
Is there the required expertise and capacity to 
achieve the objectives (both within the institution 
and via collaborators)?

16 Is the timing feasible to achieve the objectives?

17
Have possible negative effects been anticipated 
(with necessary actions programmed)?

TABLE 1
Rapid Review Checklist

PRACTICE BRIEF10
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Explanation of Review Criteria

1. Is the disaster sufficiently well described, in 
terms of scope and detail, to provide context for the 
intervention?
Before focusing on the seed or agricultural systems, 
one needs to have an overview of the effects of 
the disaster, to assess whether an agricultural 
intervention is warranted at all. Obviously, the scale 
and scope of the disaster need to be understood, 
including details of the people and regions affected. 
For seed-related interventions, the heterogeneity 
of impact is particularly important, because less-
affected regions may provide useful supplies of 
locally-adapted seed. Some guiding questions:
Is there reason to believe that the agricultural 
system was affected?
■ Did the stress affect natural capital?

• Land degradation (soil erosion)
• Access to land (in cases of conflict and 

displacement)
• Water shortage (drought)

■ Did the stress affect human capital associated 
with agriculture?
• Was there large loss of agricultural knowledge 

and labor due to death, displacement or 
migration?

■ Did the stress affect social capital associated with 
agriculture?
• Did war, civil strife, political tensions mean that 

labor sharing, seed exchange or cooperative 
arrangements may be altered?

■ Did the stress change financial arrangements, for 
example access to agricultural credit or increases 
in debt?

■ Did the stress potentially affect physical capital?
• Loss of productive assets; draft animals, tools, 

granaries, crops and livestock
• Loss of domestic assets; homes, furnishing
• Loss of roads to market and damage to bridges
• Market function disrupted

2. Have the ex ante cropping systems been 
adequately and accurately described?
An understanding and appreciation of the existing 
cropping systems, before the stress or shock, needs 
to inform proposal development (whether or not one 
aims to maintain the pre-crisis status quo). The types 
of crops and varieties grown, their seasonality, and 
their end uses (for home consumption, income or 
both) are important kinds of information. Not all crops 
are equally important for farmers’ livelihoods, and the 
profile of crops critical for poorer farmers may not be 
the same as for the better off. Input use and special 
management practices should also be noted.

3. Have the ex ante seed systems been adequately 
and accurately described?
Understanding the existing seed systems that 
farmers use in the target area informs the design 
of recovery activities. There is a better chance 
that recovery will be rapid and sustainable when 
an intervention is grounded in the dominant seed 
systems. Practitioners often source seed directly 
from the commercial seed sector in spite of the 
fact that poor farm families do not normally 
purchase commercial seed, because of the crops 
and varieties on offer and the cost. Farmers may 
normally get their seed from a range of channels: 
home production, local markets or from neighbors, 
and sometimes from more formal seed sellers as 
systems intensify. It is also important to understand 
that a disaster impacts each of these seed channels 
differently, some being more resilient than others. 

4. Is the diagnosis of the impact of the disaster on 
seed security valid?
Seed security needs to be diagnosed independently 
of food security, as the two are not always highly 
correlated. Households can have enough seed to sow 
a plot, but very little to 
eat at any one time.  
 Conversely, households 
can have adequate food, 
but lack access to the 
seed they need to make 
their plots productive. 
In assessing disaster 
impacts, quick deductions 
also need to be avoided, 
particularly the false 
notion that a drop in 
harvest, or production 
shortfall, automatically 
means that there is a seed 
shortfall. Similarly, when 
there is food insecurity, 
it is important not to 
hastily conclude that farm 
families have eaten all 
their seed. Seed insecurity 
can generally be 
understood as a problem 
of availability, a problem 
of access (related often to 
cost of seed) or a problem 
of seed quality or a lack 
of preferred crops and 
especially varieties. These 
problems also have to be framed as either short term 
(acute) or long term (chronic). 

A solid aid proposal 
builds from an  
understanding  
of seed systems  
and crop systems  
before as well  
as after the disaster. 
Recovery can  
be rapid and  
sustainable only when  
interventions work  
to support the  
dominant functioning 
systems.
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5. From the assessment, does it appear appropriate 
and feasible to consider a farming-related 
intervention within the period specified?
Are the people affected by the disaster otherwise 
seed secure? Are farmers confident that stability 
(security) is all they need to enable them to 
successfully cultivate and harvest? Do they have 
sufficient access to fields and other means of 
production (such as labor) to follow through an 
agricultural season? Are they willing to re-engage in 
agriculture?

6. Are the proposed objectives for seed aid clear 
and do they address the seed security problem?
In reflecting on relief and recovery objectives, 
several points are important. Farming systems 

are not static; they 
change continuously 
in positive as well 
as negative ways. 
Furthermore, the 
demands of farmers 
for the things they 
need immediately, and 
which can spur them 
to recovery, should 
also be put in focus. 
The default objective 
is usually to facilitate 
the quick return of the 
cropping system to 
the status quo ante. 
If this is the chosen 
strategy, the strengths 
and weaknesses of 
the existing system 
should be understood, 
and built on 

accordingly. (Similarly, choices need to be made of 
the crops to focus on. Those most affected? Income 
generating crops? Crops for quick food recovery?) 
When a different objective is proposed, such as 
strengthening or improving the seed or crop system, 
perhaps by introducing new crops and varieties, this 
needs to be explained and justified in the context 
of an emergency response. In all cases, the risks 
involved need to be carefully analyzed. 

7. Do the objectives and proposed strategy address 
the seed security problem, in the short and the long 
term? 
A clear diagnosis of seed security status and a 
vision of whether the system should stay as it is or 
evolve should then lead to a set of activities that 
addresses the problems at hand. Are there clear 
links between the identified seed problem and the 

cluster of proposed relief activities? For instance, 
if the objective is to ensure that farmers have seed 
to plant in conditions of chronic drought, are the 
choice of crop and variety and the chosen seed 
system channel appropriate? Emergency proposals 
are by definition focused on response and short-
term recovery. However, it is important that they be 
designed within the context of what was in the past 
and what is desired in the future. 

8. Is the proposed strategy sound and supported by 
past experience?
This simple criterion is important because it 
indicates whether the practitioner is grounded in 
relevant past experience, either direct experience or 
indirect experience gathered from the growing body 
of knowledge on better seed-aid practices. More of 
the same may not be what is needed. In some cases 
capacity building (to test new options) may have to 
be built into proposal development.

9. Have the populations needing seed-related 
assistance been adequately defined?
Seed is a relatively expensive commodity because 
only certain types are adapted and not all available 
seed will be of adequate quality. Targeting those 
who require seeds (as opposed to those who need 
food) can be important for ensuring that supplies are 
adequate. Defining target groups is also important 
in determining which crops and varieties to give 
prominence. Women’s needs and preferences may 
differ from those of men; different ethnic groups 
may have different needs, as will those geared to 
growing for market compared to those growing for 
subsistence.

10. Are the choices of seed channels clearly 
explained and justified?
Individual farmers use seed channels differently, at 
different times and to differing degrees, to obtain 
seed of different crops and varieties. Some farmers 
use their own saved seed or seed obtained from 
neighbors for certain crops, others rely on the 
market for those same crops and still others prefer 
to purchase and plant commercial seed. Disaster 
influences farmer demand for seed from different 
channels for several reasons; lack of seed in a 
preferred channel, increase in price, lack of cash 
to purchase seed. The choice of a seed channel 
for aid must be grounded in an analysis of what 
farmers need in times of crisis, rather than being 
based on possibly vested interests on the supply 
side. Multiplication of seed, if programmed within 
the proposal, needs to be consciously designed 
from the beginning with an explicit linkage between 
production and distribution and marketing.

Seed system  
proposals need to  

be reviewed not only  
in terms of what  

they can strengthen, 
but also in terms  
of what they may  

damage.



PRACTICE BRIEF 10

5SEED AID FOR SEED SECURITY              ADVICE FOR PRACTITIONERS  

11. If seed is to be made available through some 
form of aid, are the activities for ensuring variety 
and seed quality explicit and sufficient?
There are no absolute rules about what types of 
crops or varieties or what quality of seed should be 
given in an emergency. Ironically, donor demands 
rather than farmer needs sometimes dictate this 
critical item. Minimally, what is given or offered in 
a crisis should be at least as good and trustworthy 
as what farmers normally use. The proposal should 
show some evidence that what is on offer will do 
no harm and, more positively, that it may actually 
spur farmers onto a path of recovery. Involving 
farming communities and specific target groups in 
these critical choices increases the chances that 
seed given as aid will actually be sown and will 
subsequently grow and yield.

12. Are monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
planned and budgeted? 
In responding to an emergency, time may not 
be taken for rigorous monitoring, thoughtful 
evaluation and effective reporting. This has often 
been the case with seed aid, as year follows year 
of repetitive seed aid with no change in knowledge, 
attitudes or practice. Monitoring and evaluation 
have to go beyond an analysis of efficiency, 
focused on inputs, whether they were delivered 
on time and how many people were reached. They 
have to address basic issues of effectiveness: 
whether the activities made a difference to the 
farming system, perhaps in terms of crops and 
varieties, and more broadly to the local economy. 
Negative and positive reflections are equally 
important and integral to evaluation.

13. Is an exit strategy articulated?
There need to be benchmarks to seed system 
assistance beyond the delivery of seed. At some 
point, one should be able to exit from emergency 
activity and begin to program real development. 
Seed deliveries that last more than three or four 
seasons signal that aid action is off-course.

14. Does the proposal engage and empower women 
and communities?
Enabling communities to participate in their own 
development is always a challenge. Involving them 
in their own recovery from disaster is even more so. 
Nevertheless, it is important to engage communities 
in articulating the problem, identifying solutions, 
planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating. 
Women often play key roles in managing varieties 
and seed selection on farm, and in many regions 
(particularly in Africa) they are key sellers in local 
seed/grain markets. An intervention that empowers 

women results in quicker recovery and strengthens 
their traditional roles in seed systems.

15. Is there the required expertise and capacity to 
achieve the objectives (both within the institution 
and via collaborators)?
Seed aid is not a logistical exercise and is distinctly 
different from food aid. Such aid, better phrased as 
‘seed system support’, intervenes at the heart of 
an agricultural system, makes use of farmers’ land 
and labor at a risky and perhaps unstable period, 
and may have effects for seasons to come. Seed-
aid planning demands sound technical expertise 
and strategic farming-system thinking. Even during 
an emergency, it also requires a longer-term 
perspective. Agricultural expertise has to guide the 
center of seed assistance development (i.e. support 
should be cut to those who buy and distribute seed 
– and then move on to the next relief activity).

16. Is the timing feasible to achieve the objectives?
The pivotal issue is to ensure that farmers have 
seed in time, not only for planting but also in time 
to strategize about which crops and which varieties 
to plant in which fields. This means that seed has 
to be in farmers’ hands several weeks prior to 
sowing. Does the implementing agency have time 
to complete the range of logistical issues and still 
deliver seed far enough in advance of planting? 
Issues such as proposal review and responding 
to feedback, coordination among implementers, 
acquiring any needed inputs, field staff coordination, 
and interaction with communities and local 
authorities all need to be considered to assess 
whether the timing is feasible.

17. Have possible negative effects been anticipated 
(with necessary actions programmed)?
Finally, seed interventions are a serious business. 
If done poorly and repetitively they can create 
dependencies, increase the risk of harvest failure, 
negatively change agrobioversity profiles and 
undermine functioning seed markets. Proposals 
need to be reviewed not only in terms of what they 
may strengthen but also in terms of what they may 
damage.
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CIAT International Center for 
Tropical Agriculture

www.ciat.cgiar.org Louise Sperling l.sperling@cgiar.org

CRS Catholic Relief Services www.catholicrelief.org Tom Remington tremington@crsearo.org

USAID/OFDA United States 
Agency for International 
Development Office of Foreign 
Disaster Assistance

www.usaid.gov/hum_response/ofda/

CARE Norway www.care.no Jon M Haugen  jon.haugen@care.no
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