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“Seed libraries in Moldova: ensuring continuity of the local seed heritage” 
Author: Mariana Seremet, Ana Coutinho 

 
In the autumn of the current year, the NGO "Gradina Moldovei" together with its Czech partner 
"Semínkovna", initiated a joint project on seeds supported by the UNDP Czech Challenge Fund. The 
project aims to create a network of Seed Libraries whose purpose is to make locally adapted 
varieties of seeds available to more people in Moldova, so that they can keep and multiply them 
while also returning part of the surplus to the seed library to ensure its autonomy. At the same time, 
the project will provide free information and practices for users to (re)store the knowledge and skills 
needed to multiply and preserve seeds from various types of plants, flowers, and vegetables.  
 
Benefits of local and traditional seed varieties  
 
The preservation of the seed heritage is of paramount importance. The industrialization and 
standardization of agriculture in the last century caused the loss of about 75% of the world's seed 
diversity (FAO, 2010 “Second State of the World’s Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture 
report”). In addition to the fact that traditional local seeds reflect the history of the region, the culinary 
and socio-cultural diversity of a country, they present numerous benefits for those who grow them. 
 
First, compared to industrial seeds, the traditional ones are much more adapted to the local soil and 
climate where they are cultivated; they are much more resilient to climate challenges, more vigorous, 
thus requiring less care, but also less human intervention and less resources (such as water or 
fertilizer). Local and traditional varieties of crops have a much more diverse genetic past than modern 
seeds (especially hybrid ones) and thus can cope with environmental challenges such as lack of water 
or insufficient nutrients. This ability to adapt to climate change of local varieties was demonstrated by 
numerous studies presented at COP15 in 2011 (IIED, 2011 “The Role of Traditional Knowledge and 
Crop Varieties in Adaptation to Climate Change and Food Security in SW China, Bolivian Andes and 
coastal Kenya"). 
 
Moreover, the nutritional value of traditional and local varieties is significantly higher than of the 
commercial ones, which also make them tastier and often with more pronounced smell. This 
nutritional difference has been thoroughly analyzed for various vegetables, grains, and fruits. Thus, 
from a scientific study carried out in 2012 on the antioxidant content and nutritional values of a 
traditional Sri Lankan red rice variety showed that the later compared to 3 other modern brown rice 
varieties, contained in average 7 times more antioxidants and phenolic content than the modern 
specimens. In addition, traditional red rice showed a significantly higher protein content as well as a 
balanced ratio between amino acids, a higher concentration of fat, fibre and vitamin E compared to 
modern rice (Gunaratne et al, 2013 "Antioxidant activity and nutritional quality of traditional red-
grained rice varieties containing proanthocyanidins"). Another study from 2015 compared the 
nutritional value of the traditional Spanish variety of melons "Piel de Sapo" with the other commercial 
varieties and the result is compelling: the traditional variety contains twice as much ascorbic acid and 
shows a more consistent level of acidity and sugar than the modern varieties! (Escribano & Lázaro, 
2017 "Physico-chemical and nutritional evaluation of local species of Spanish melons") 
 
In addition, traditional seeds offer the advantage of being more accessible from an economic point of 
view: they are generally easier to procure, especially in rural areas, and cheaper than modern ones or 
often free because they are obtained through exchange with other growers or as an inheritance from 
parents and relatives – it used to be normal all over the world in the past and is still practiced in some 
rural communities today. For example, a census conducted in 2011 revealed that 53% of respondent 
households in Southwest China use their own seeds of local varieties for economic reasons as well as 
because of their resistance and taste quality (IIED, 2011 “The Role of Traditional Knowledge and Crop 
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Varieties in Adaptation to Climate Change and Food Security in SW China, Bolivian Andes and coastal 
Kenya"). 
 
Seeds context in Moldova 
 
The diversity of traditional varieties of vegetables in Moldova was greatly eroded by the system of 
collectivization during the Soviet Union, which from the end of the 40s obtained traditional varieties 
from rural people and replaced them with high-performance industrial seeds (adapted to the 
monoculture model of agricultural production). The tragic famine period of 1946-47 that severely 
affected Moldova and Ukraine also contributed to the loss, sometimes irreparable, of local varieties 
that were fiercely demanded down to the last grain (Ursu, 2017 "A secreted and hidden history: the 
famine from 1946-47 in Bessarabia"). Even today, the loss of the diversity of local seeds is felt, as it is 
difficult to find them and these are in minor quantities compared to imported hybrid ones, which 
cover about 95% of the market. The later, however, require the use of synthetic phytosanitary 
products, cannot be preserved from year to year, and they are also not adapted to the pedo-climatic 
conditions of the country and therefore require more care. In parallel, with the decrease of local 
varieties, a lot of knowledge related to seed preservation was lost. Nevertheless, here and there in 
various rural localities but also urban regions, initiatives are sprouting, mostly in an informal form, by 
people passionate about gardening and aware of the value of local seeds and which can secure 
agricultural and food future for all. Now, at the national level there is no organized form, or a place 
dedicated to traditional seed breeders, so that these seeds become more accessible to the community 
and to those who seek them with great interest. 
 
The concept of Seed Libraries 
 
To combat the erosion of seed heritage that affects most countries in the world, local people mobilize 
and perpetuate the preservation of traditional seeds through various forms, such as seed exchange 
networks, informal groups of collectors and/or gardeners, community seed banks, local fairs or, more 
recently, in the form of "seed libraries". In fact, it was originally a free seed exchange system through 
a virtual platform designed by Frenchman Sebastian Wittevert. This was his way to preserve seeds 
following the approval of the law 2011-1843 on plant certificates (VOC) which prohibited French 
farmers from using traditional and reproducible seeds (Trang, 2018 PLANT VARIETY CERTIFICATES: 
WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?). After 6 months, this initiative turned into an association called "Seeds of 
Exchange" (in French "Graines de Troc") which promotes the preservation of cultivated biodiversity 
and defends free seeds. Already in October 2013, the concept gained community scope and took 
physical form under the name of seed library and spread to the regions of France and later became 
appreciated throughout the world (USA, Mali, India or even New Zealand). These seed libraries are 
often managed by book libraries or less often by other institutions either public (for example schools) 
or social such as coffee shops. They function in a way that anyone who wants, "borrows" one or more 
seed envelopes, immediately returns other seeds in exchange or, on the basis of a promise of honor, 
in the next year from the borrowed seeds will bring the surplus, packed and labelled according to the 
standards established by the library. 
 
Inspired by the "seed houses" (i.e., seed libraries) in the French case, the botanist Klára Hrdá founded 
the Semínkovna Association in the Czech Republic in 2016, which works to preserve traditional seeds 
through seed libraries. Today, after almost 7 years of activity, Semínkovna has established a network 
of more than 200 seed libraries in the Czech Republic but also in Slovakia. Klara's initiative to create a 
virtual academy of seed guardians was rewarded with the victory in the project "Academy for Women 
Entrepreneurs 2022" (Coutinho, 2022 "Saving seeds for food and development in the Czech 
Republic"). Inspired by this successful experience, Klara and her team decided to write a joint project 
based on knowledge exchange with Gradina Moldovei. The project “United through seeds: launching 
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Czech‐Moldovan seed libraries in Moldova”, financed by the UNDP Czech Challenge Fund, has a 
duration of 10 months, includes mutual study visits between both partners, the development by 
Semínkovna of a methodology for establishing seed libraries, its adaptation to the context of Moldova, 
the implementation of the first season of traditional seed production involving about 40-50 
participants from different regions of Moldova and the inauguration of the first 3-5 physical seed 
libraries in our country. 

The project “United through seeds: launching Czech‐Moldovan seed libraries in Moldova” is 
implemented by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) with the financial support of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic. The content of this material does not 
necessarily represent the official views of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, or of 
the United Nations, including UNDP, or UN Member States.  


