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Community seed banks were first established in Mexico in 2005 as part of the
national strategy for in-situ conservation and to support farmers in areas
exposed to natural disasters. The community seed banks in Oaxaca (Chapter
23) and those of the Red de Canasta de Semillas (the ‘Seed Basket’ network)
were the first to be established; today there are 25 community seed banks in
the country (Plate 29). Their names correspond to the community where they
were established (Figure 42.1 and Plate 30). All community seed banks are
integrated into the network of conservation centres of the Sistema Nacional de
Recursos Fitogenéticos para la Alimentación y la Agricultura (SINAREFI,
national system of plant genetic resources for food and agriculture), coordinated
by the national seed inspection and certification service. Currently, seven
researchers from these two institutions contribute to coordinating the operation
of the banks in cooperation with 663 producers.
The main functions of the community seed banks are to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

conserve local diversity in situ;
select seed in the field during each agricultural cycle and guarantee seed
availability for subsequent cycles;
further seed exchanges among bank members and non-member farmers;
produce seed of threatened or endangered varieties;
participate in seed fairs organized at the local, state and national levels;
participate as assistant or instructor in training events on conservation and
seed reproduction;
maintain a seed stock to guarantee recovering crops following natural disasters.

Because of the great diversity of crops in Mexico, seed banks hold a large
number of species, although their emphasis is on the predominant crops of
small family farms or milpas (maize, beans, squash, chilies, etc.) (Plate 31).
Banks in the Seed Basket network are part of an initiative to promote organic
agriculture. They work with both native and introduced horticultural crops to
guarantee self-sufficiency of communities in a diversity of foods (Table 42.1).
Participants are involved in improving cropping practices and productivity of
the crops conserved.
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Figure 42.1 Distribution of community seed banks in Mexico: 1–11 Oaxaca, 12 and 13
Chiapas, 14 and 15 Yucatán, 16 Distrito Federal, 17 Chihuahua, 18 Morelos,
19 Coahuila, 20–23 Estado de México, 24 and 25 Puebla (See also Plate
30)
Source: Prepared by authors.
Table 42.1 Main crops conserved and used in Mexico’s 25 community seed banks
Community

No. of
producers

No. of
Main crops (varietal names)
accessions

San Agustín
Amatengo
San Jerónimo
Coatlán
Santa Catarina
Juquila
San Miguel del
Puerto
San Pedro
Comitancillo
Santa María
Jaltianguis
Santiago Yaitepec

40

152

Maize (Zapalote chico), beans and squash

40

79

40

113

40

75

40

105

40

290

Maize (Olotillo, Tepecintle, Tuxpeño,
Zapalote chico), beans and squash
Maize (Conejo, Olotillo, Tuxpeño), beans
and squash
Maize (Comiteco, Mushito), beans and
squash
Maize (Conejo, Olotillo, Pepitilla,
Tepecintle, Tuxpeño), beans and squash
Maize (Bolita, Pepitilla), beans and squash

40

122

Maize (Bolita, Cónico, Elotes
occidentales, Nal-Tel de altura, Olotón),
beans and squash
(Continued)
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Table 42.1 (Continued)
Community

No. of
producers

No. of
Main crops (varietal names)
accessions

Santa María
Peñoles

40

NA

San Andrés
Cabecera Nueva

40

NA

Putla Villa de
Guerrero (1)
Chiapa de Corzo
Villaflores
Xoy

40

NA

40
40
4

85
60
12

3

50

Milpa Alta
Bocoyna

3
14

50
25

Putla Villa de
Guerrero (2)
Cuernavaca

22

22

20

21

Chiconcuautla

20

23

Ciudad Acuña

18

22

Tepetlixpa

13

41

6

27

27

83

15

199

41

53

686

1,709*

Yaxcaba

Amecameca (San
Pedro Nexapa)
Amecameca
(Barrio el Rosario)
Atlacomulco
Xochitlán de
Vicente Suárez
Total

Maize (Bolita, Chalqueño, Cónico, Elotes
cónicos, Olotón, Serrano, Tepecintle,
Tuxpeño), beans and squash
Maize (Chalqueño, Cónico, Elotes
cónicos, Tuxpeño, Olotillo, Conejo),
beans and squash
Maize (Conejo, Olotillo, Tuxpeño), beans
and squash
Maize, beans and squash
Maize, beans and squash
Maize (Dzit Bacal, Nal-tel), beans and
squash
Maize (Dzit Bacal, Nal-tel), beans and
squash
Maize (Cacahuacintle, Chalqueño)
Maize (Apachito, Azul, Cristalino de
Chihuahua, Gordo, Palomero)
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, beans, maize,
carrots, peas and squash
Maize (Cacahuacintle, Celaya, Chalqueño,
Cónico, Reventador, Tabloncillo,
Tepecintle, Toluqueño)
Squash

*The number of unique varieties has not been calculated.

The seed conservation centres, established by SINAREFI, store samples of the
material in the 25 community seed banks under controlled humidity and
temperature. These samples are used to study diversity, morphologic characteristics, tolerance to biotic and abiotic factors and evaluation of quality.
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Material transfer agreements, established by SINAREFI, are required for access
and exchange of accessions. Some materials in the community seed banks are
being used in participatory plant breeding processes, eliminating undesirable
characteristics and focussing mainly on yield and tolerance to diseases. For
example, the races Bolita and Mixteco in Oaxaca, Chalqueño and Cónico in
the State of Mexico and Elotes Occidentales in Guanajuato are the result of
participatory plant breeding.

Governance and management
In most cases, producers elect representatives for each bank. These representatives establish a committee in charge of managing the bank, exchanging seed,
renewing the seed stock and guaranteeing sufficient reserve, scheduling work
meetings and liaising with the institution directing the project. The committee
decides on the criteria for use of the seed. Normally, stored seed is available
not only to members, but also to farmers in the community or in neighbouring
communities, but this is at the discretion of the committee. Seed is available
throughout the year, but most exchanges take place just before the planting
season. Administrative procedures are different for each bank, as each community has its own authority system.
Banks in the Seed Basket network include a central node, regional seed
banks, community seed banks and family orchards. The central node holds
samples of all materials in the family orchards and duplicate samples are
maintained in SINAREFI’s conservation centres. Network participants receive
an initial seed stock for planting in accordance with the needs of each family
and each community. This stock is enough for establishing the family’s orchard
and producing the first batch of seeds that goes into the bank’s collection.
The amount of seed conserved in the community bank varies depending
on the amount provided by each producer. In addition to the sample held by
the bank, each farmer is requested to keep an amount of reserve seed of the
varieties he or she plants, equivalent to the amount required for planting. If
risk of loss is high, due to the frequency of such events as frosts, hail,
hurricanes or drought, then the reserve will be two or three times the amount
planted. Reserve seed is not consumed until the next crop has been harvested,
to guarantee the immediate availability of material for planting in case of
natural disaster. Most participating producers plant less than 3ha, meaning
that they keep at home, on average, 20–60kg maize, 20–40kg beans and
1–2kg squash seeds. In the community seed bank, this same farmer would
keep approximately 3kg maize, 2kg beans and 500g squash seeds, although
these amounts vary depending on the bank. Each accession in the community
seed bank has a record of data provided by the farmer, such as plant and fruit
characteristics, area of adaptation, best planting dates, traditional uses and
agronomic advantages.
Each year, member farmers renew their seed stock to maintain seed viability.
Seed of the various crops is selected in the field, in the central part of the plot
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to avoid contamination with varieties of neighbouring farmers. After harvesting,
seeds are dried to 10 per cent moisture content. They are then cleaned to
eliminate impurities. They are then stored in hermetic containers of various
sizes. All farmers participate in seed conditioning, under the guidance of the
bank’s committee and the supporting expert in charge.
Spreadsheets are used to record information about the seeds stored in the
bank; these are prepared by the expert responsible for each community bank.
Information recorded includes passport data, characteristics pointed out by
farmers and morphologic characteristics observed by the experts when the
materials have been characterized. Another important piece of information is
the availability of seed. The passport data for material in community banks is
currently being transferred to SINAREFI’s Germocalli platform, which is used
by the community seed banks in the national network of conservation centres.
SINAREFI and the institutions participating in activities of the community
seed banks and in conservation of plant genetic resources organize local, state
and national seed fairs to raise awareness about the diversity conserved by farmers
in the banks. Fairs are also an opportunity for farmers to share their experience
as well as materials of interest. The experts and researchers responsible for or
supporting the community seed banks set up demonstration plots in farmers’
fields to demonstrate the favourable characteristics of various native varieties.
Training activities emphasize methods for conserving and improving seed
conditioning, as well as agro-ecological practices to improve production.
A large percentage of the work of community seed banks is done by women.
Women participate in seed bank activities throughout the process of selecting,
conserving, exchanging and using the seed. They are also members of the
administrative boards and they are more likely than men to participate in seed
fairs, in preparing traditional dishes and in the training courses.

Institutional links and support
As part of the national strategy for conserving plant genetic resources,
community seed banks are financed through SINAREFI’s projects. Currently,
Mexico’s network of conservation centres is composed of five orthodox seed
conservation centres (orthodox seed are those that survive drying or freezing
under ex-situ conditions), three recalcitrant seed conservation centres
(recalcitrant seeds do not survive drying or freezing under ex-situ conditions,
e.g. seeds of avocado and mango), one base collection centre, 19 working
collections centres and 25 community seed banks. The Seed Basket initiative
is managed like an integrated network that is part of this strategy.
The annual budget for establishing and maintaining community seed banks
is US$115,000. Each institution in charge of the projects under which the
community seed banks are financed supplies personnel, infrastructure and
vehicles for following up on activities with producers. In addition to this
structure established in the National Action Plan for Plant Genetic Resources,
legislation for conservation, management and use of genetic resources is being
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developed. These laws should further strengthen the link between the
community banks and institutional structures.

Achievements and future work
To date, the 25 community seed banks in nine states involve and directly
benefit 600 producers, mainly in areas where the risk of natural disasters is
greatest. Community seed banks have been able to rescue valuable materials
that are tolerant to wind, drought, pests and diseases. Some native varieties
have excellent nutritional qualities for traditional or industrial use. Community
seed banks in Oaxaca have increased the diversity of their seed by exchanging
varieties within the community and with producers from other seed banks.
Some wild species have been rescued: one example is Teocintle (Zea mays ssp.
parviglumis), and others are wild relatives of beans. Banks have played a key role
in raising public awareness of the importance of conserving local species. At
seed fairs, bank members have been awarded prizes for the diversity and quality
of their crops and of the products they prepare based on these varieties.
In addition to consolidating each of the existing community seed banks,
national conservation strategies envision the creation of an electronic communications network among banks to promote the exchange of seeds and experience,
at least among those responsible for the banks. Continuing to foster seed fairs at
all levels is also an objective to involve and establish links among all stakeholders.
Another plan is to study the feasibility of establishing new community seed banks
in the country. Priority will be given to areas inhabited by indigenous groups
and mestizos, as these people maintain high levels of plant diversity and threatened species, and to areas susceptible to natural disasters.
A future sustainability strategy is to raise awareness among farmers of the
importance of their seed and for them to receive tangible benefits from their
conservation efforts. The community seed banks also must be legally recognized.
An option that could provide resources in the future to support conservation
activities is the creation of producers’ cooperatives to consolidate sales of traditional products based on the native varieties conserved by the network of banks.
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