Seed Bank
What is a seed bank?

In Maharashtra, millets, pulses, oilseeds, vegetables, tur plants, spices, medicinal and aromatic plants, and other crops are grown.  It is imperative that seeds, sets, and seedlings are made available to farmers.  It is also necessary that the quality of this seed material is acceptable.    At present, approximately ten to fifteen days before sowing, the cultivators rush in search of seeds, often taking advice from neighbors, agricultural officers, or nearby agroservice centers; irrespective of the quality of these seeds, the cultivators purchase this seed material, because that is all that is available.  The cultivators often receive advice from people who are not knowledgeable about the quality of these seeds, or from people with selfish personal interests that do not coincide with those of the cultivators.  At the same time, private seed producer companies have very attractive, impressive advertisements that lure the farmers into buying their seeds.  Falling victim to false advertising, these farmers often purchase the wrong seeds at a very high cost.  As seed selection is the most important part of crop cultivation, the purchase of the wrong seeds ruins the crop season.  MOFF’s idea behind establishing seed banks is that the cultivator should be able to purchase a seed materials of the correct variety and quality without having to travel more than 50 kilometers from her/his home.  With this intention, we propose to have at least two seed/gene banks per district.  These banks will mainly perform four activities – collection, preservation, multiplication, and distribution.  

1. Collection – Every district has the best quality of traditional seeds of different crops available even today.  They have pest resistant properties, they are highly nutritious, and they can sustain water stress.  But these are neglected, in favor of corporate agricultural technology (involving hybrid and GM crops).  Day by day, these traditional high quality seeds are disappearing, losing ground to transgenic seeds.  We would like to begin with at least a small collection of these traditional seeds for our seed/gene banks.  Then, we hope to advertise to communities that they should bring traditional seeds to our collection center, where they would be properly labeled with their respective qualities and used for multiplication in the coming season.  With the help of the four local agricultural universities, we would like to collect the seeds of straight and improved varieties of different crops (as released by these educational institutions).  A registry of the scientific and local names, as well as qualitative features of local varieties of crops, will be documented to ensure clear communication with those involved in running and using the seed/gene banks.

2. Preservation – Seed materials should be properly cleaned, packed, and labeled so that they are protected from stored grain pests and rats.  Proper scientific methods should be adopted to protect the seed materials (such as neem treatment, nitrogen treatment, etc...).    

3. Multiplication – The seed material which has been collected should be properly multiplied so that an adequate supply will be available for the distribution to the farmers.  The Organic Package of Practices for Crop Cultivation guide should be consulted to ensure that the sowing method, spacing, seed rate, seed treatment, crop nourishment, nutritional supply, biological control, weed management, etc... is performed correctly, so as not to waste traditional seeds.  

4. Distribution – In every district, there should be two seed/gene banks.  In all three seasons (kharif, rabi, and summer), their collection, preservation, and multiplication of seed materials of different crops should be fulfilled on time.  The seed/gene bank should be so efficient that cultivators need not approach agricultural universities or agroservice centers for seed materials or advice.  Agroservice centers are interested in profits, even at the expense of the farmers.  Agricultural universities, though often having better intentions than the agroservice centers, do not have an adequate supply of required seed materials.  The sowing period is very critical, and if this is delayed by cultivators frantically searching for seed materials because of a lack of readily available seed materials, all of the crops will fail.  Locally collected seeds from regions where they are accustomed to the agroclimactic conditions ensure better crops that are naturally able to adapt to a specific environment.  Seeds brought from long distances may not be able to endure the local climate; that is why locally grown seed materials are ideal.   

Why do we prefer traditional, straight, and improved seed varieties?

Nowadays, we generally advise farmers to adopt income risk management technology.  The reason behind this is that on account of nature’s vagaries (irregular rains, natural disasters, wind, the effects of global warming, etc...) and low productivity trends, the costly seeds purchased and sown will have no guarantee that they will yield.  In order to avoid this risk, we must go in for straight and improved varieties of different crops, which cost less and give satisfactory comparable yields then hybrid and GM seeds.  


For this reason, the cultivator should rethink her/his investment in inputs, and choose sustainable options.  We suggest that she/he adopt mixed cropping so that the success of one crop may compensate for the failure of another.  For this reason, the seeds that require the least input costs with satisfactory yields, as well as those which can sustain adverse climactic conditions, should be selected.  We encourage all farmers to collect these traditional seeds.  As far as straight and improved seeds are concerned, these can be easily made available from the four agricultural universities of Maharashtra.  

Another advantage of these varieties is that cultivators can re-sow and use this seed material for three cropping seasons, and then they may exchange seeds amongst their own community of farmers after three years.  On the contrary, in the case of hybrid and GM seeds, farmers have to purchase new seeds every season, and invest money that frequently causes huge debts.  In the case of crop failure, there is no security or insurance for these farmers.  This is evident from the examples of the Vidharbha farmer suicides, as most of them had purchased BT cotton, invested a lot on chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and later committed suicide, as their debts were high and their crops had failed, making the prospect of ever escaping debt seem highly unlikely. 

Which seeds should be avoided?


Hybrids, genetically modified seeds, and research varieties of private seed companies should be avoided.  

1. Hybrid seeds – The Agricultural Department, universities, and private seed companies strongly recommend hybrid seeds to the farmers.  The cost hybrid seeds of sorghum, moong, jawar, groundnut, vegetables, cotton, etc... vary from 200 rupees to 20,000 rupees per kilogram.  With the hope of bumper yields, the cultivators purchase the seeds and sow them.  Few of them are successful in cultivating bumper yields, thus making the majority of their seed expenditure to be made in vain.  Secondly, they have to purchase new bags of seeds every season.  This makes seed companies very rich.  That is why we recommend that farmers sow the seeds which they can preserve and reuse in another season, amongst their own community.  For example, cotton varieties – namely NH615, PH348 (yamuna), PA402 (vinayak), turab, rajit – are cheaper varieties from which we can get reasonable yields – we can also reuse these seeds for the next season.  We suggest farmers not to go after hybrid seeds because technically, they are not high yielders, but are only highly responsive to the fertilizer.  The use of hybrid varieties compels the farmers to use fertilizers because they will not yield without the use of fertilizers.  Fortunately, the straight or improved varieties of seeds of all the crops are available in the agricultural universities.  Strong varieties of vegetable seeds are available in the Mahatma Phule Agricultural University, Rahuri, District Ahmednagar.  Promising varieties of cereals, pulses, oilseeds, and others are available with other agricultural universities as well.     

2. Research varieties of private seed companies – There are many private seed companies offering a wide number of research varieties of different crops.  Every year they come up with new research varieties, and with the help of widespread publicity, attractive advertisements, and manipulated success stories of the farmers, they generate new interest in their research varieties.  They misguide the common farmer, who is tempted to purchase these varieties, but in fact, these research varieties of different crops have neither consistency in giving satisfactory yields nor are they resistant to pest problems.  This has been proven from many examples, with very few exceptions.  Private seed companies are also aware of this fact and for this reason, they invent other varieties with other names, and again repeat the same lucrative business practice.  Companies recover the entire amount of their investment in one cropping season and they do not bother about the farmers’ loss.  This trend repeats itself year after year, to which a great number of Maharashtra’s small farmers can testify.  Thus, it is always risky for the farmers to purchase these research varieties released by the private seed companies, as these cannot be reused for sowing purposes for the next season.  Seed companies are becoming richer at the cost of cultivators’ livelihoods. 

3. Genetically modified crops – 

With the help of sophisticated laboratories, a gene of a particular desired property is inserted into a seed of another crop.  And this produced seed is called a genetically modified (GM) seed.  The desired property may be resistant to a particular insect, disease, or weed.  GM crops are supposed to have resistance towards pests or sustainability/tolerance against weedicide use.  BT (Bacillus Thuringensis) cotton and Roundup cotton are good examples of GM crops.  Bacillus Thuringensis is a soil bacteria which produces an endotoxin protein which is harmful to American cotton bollworm (heliocoverpa and armigera).  Roundup ready cotton and Roundup ready soybean are GM varieties that have tolerance against the use of weedicide.  The use of weedicide is killing enormous amounts of micronutrients in the soil.  

In India, government and private research stations are trying to release 23 GM crops, such as cotton, chilis, brinjal, soybean, ladyfinger, groundnut, etc...  The private seed companies like Ankur, Syngenta, Monsanto-Mahyco, Nath, Tulsi, Ganga, Rallies, ProAgro, etc... are the leading private corporations in this GM variety release.  There is a claim that these GM crops are resistant to particular pests; however, little research has been done investigating the safety of these crops for soil, the overall environment, and the health of humans and livestock.  It is a social crime that although there is no guarantee of the safety of GM crops, it is promoted on all the levels.  On the contrary, in many other countries, many scientists have proven with proper research and documentation that GM crops have had adverse effects on health and the environment.  In European countries, many GM-free zones have been created by consumer awareness groups.  This trend has spread outside Europe as well (such as in New Zealand, with the Rodne GM-free district).  

Basically, we feel that this technology is unnatural.  For instance, BT bacteria from soil has been inserted into cotton seeds; a gene from pigskin has been added to tomatoes to thicken their skins; fish genes have been added to rice paddy to increase its vitamin A content.  After years of experimenting with GM crops, scientists have realized that this is a serious mistake.  For example, it is claimed that some GM crops contain CaMV (cauliflower mosaic virus) promoter which is the source of production of new virus diseases on crops.  Or, for instance, the percent content of free gossypol in BT cotton may harm livestock.  According to American standards, 0.05 to 0.01 percent of free gossypol is safe for the livestock, but in BT cotton or other GM cotton, 0.50 percent of free gossypol exists.  This content of free gossypol may harm the heart and liver of livestock.   This harmful effect comes through cotton seed cakes which cattle consume, which results in heart and liver damage.  Mexico has banned the import of GM rice from America.  The American Agricultural Economics Association of California has declared that after seven years of BT cotton cultivation, their cotton is facing the problem of mirids and whiteflies.  In America, China, India, and Argentina, the cultivation of BT cotton was initiated in 1997.  In the beginning three years, the results were strong, but now new problems are arising, such as the reddening of leaves, alternarea diseases, whiteflies, and more.  

MOFF has detailed information about GM crops, as we are taking an active part in the national anti-GM campaign, spearheaded by the Organic Farming Association of India (OFAI).  We have listed 35 reasons against GM crops based on the national and international evidence.

