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Scale Up Distribution of Quality Seeds 
New varieties of naturally-bred seeds produce 2-3 times higher yield than old seeds. However, 
only a small minority of smallholder farmers have access to high-quality seeds. In three months, 
pilot an evidence-based model that distributes high-quality seeds and reliably boosts the 
standard of living for 50 smallholder farmers, growing to 2000 farmers in two years. A successful 
plan will include continuous monitoring and testing, and a commitment to change if evidence 
suggests your approach is not working.  
 
The Problem 
The majority of people living in sub-Saharan Africa are farmers.  Agriculture accounts for 64% of 
the labor force, and in rural areas 75% of people living on $1 a day work in agriculture.  
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Unfortunately the vast majority of these farms are not optimally productive. Yield per hectare for 
major crops like maize can be as much as 80 percent below their potential.  Compared to rates 
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in other countries, yields in Africa remain less than half of the global average.   
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Low yield has impact on individual farmers and macro issues. A farmer who produces lower 
crop yields has no chance to increase profitability. Looking more broadly, the yield gap is a key 
reason farmers in Africa are not producing enough food to sustain the continent’s rapidly 
growing population.  Despite having about 60 percent of the world’s uncultivated arable land, 
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the continent spends about $40 billion annually on food imports.  Helping smallholder farmers 
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increase crop yield has potential to drastically improve the lives of millions of farmers, and feed 
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the continent.   
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The Proven Solution 
Use of high quality seeds is proven to increase crop production and farm productivity.  High 
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quality seeds are naturally bred to be higher-yielding, and are locally-adapted to resist disease, 
mature earlier, and respond well to fertilizer.  A 2013 survey of farmers in nine countries found 
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that the majority who invested in improved crop varieties achieved yields 50 to 100 percent 
above local varieties. 69 percent of farmers in Kenya, 74 percent in Nigeria, and 79 percent in 
Mozambique said improved maize varieties had doubled harvests per hectare. Meanwhile, 79 
percent of farmers in Ghana reported doubling rice yields, and 85 percent of farmers surveyed 
in Uganda reporting doubling yields from cowpea.  When combined with effective fertilizer use, 
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improved seeds can produce even more yield.  
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For decades the agriculture industry in Africa has lacked a supply of improved crop varieties 
and a strong distribution network capable of delivering seeds to large numbers of farmers.  
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However, thanks to many efforts in the past decades, natural seed development has vastly 
improved. Groups like The Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) have spurred 
development of hybrid seeds that are appropriate for many local regions. As of 2014, their work 
has produced 464 new seed varieties across 15 major crop types).   
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Your Challenge 
We will award up to $20,000 to a Distribution Entrepreneur who will reliably boost the standard 
of living of 50 smallholder farmers (cultivating land of 2 hectares or less) by distributing 
high-quality seed varieties. Winning entrepreneurs will have a vision for growing to support 
2,000 farmers over two years. 
 
Because there are many variables that can affect whether seed quality produces higher yield 
and higher income, you must have a localized plan that can manage uncertainty, including: 

● An evidence-based approach which identifies the strongest factors that cause low yield 
and low earnings for farmers, specific to the region in which you will operate 

● A model of how and why your high-quality seeds will boost farmer yield and farmer 
earnings in the long run 
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● A plan for continuous testing and evaluation of the program 
● A commitment to change the plan if the evidence suggests that the approach isn’t 

working 
 
Other Market Information 
Market penetration for high-quality seeds is extremely low throughout sub-Saharan Africa, 
Approximately 80% of the seeds that are used in sub-Saharan Africa are distributed through 
informal seed systems, wherein a farmer saves and replants their seeds every year.  These are 
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the variables we uncovered in our research that affect successful distribution: 
● Crop varieties need to be suitable for local growing conditions and clearly superior to 

varieties farmers were currently planting. Farmers who are unable to observe an 
advertised higher yield may opt to not continue using.  
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● Previous studies found that seeds are ideally packaged in 2 kilograms or less, because 
most smallholder farmers in Africa are tending plots less than one hectare in size.  
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● Seasonality matters. The unavailability of quality seeds at the right place and time 
coupled with poor promotion system, is one of the key factors accounting for limited use 
of improved seeds.  
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● Supply chains must reach farmers near their farms. Forcing farmers to travel large 
distances disincentives use of improved seeds.   
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● There is some pushback against high quality seeds related to concerns over genetically 
modified seeds. 

● High quality seeds are further improved when combined with other interventions, such as 
effective fertilizer use. It may be possible to combine this challenge with our other 
Increase Effective Fertilizer Use or Teach Microsoding Technique challenges.   
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Other helpful resources: 

● Access To Seeds Index reports on the seed industry, focused especially on the 
industry’s work to enable smallholder farmers: http://www.accesstoseeds.org/the-index/ 

● Some country specific market overviews are contained in this report: 
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/high-growth-markets/assets/food-security-in-africa.pdf  

● East African regional seed industry, sector report: 
http://www.accesstoseeds.org/app/uploads/2015/12/RATSI-EA-Preliminary-Report-19-1
2-14.pdf 
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Ready To Start? 
Download a Round 1 application packet at 
https://www.d-prize.org/s/Round-1-Application-Packet-September-2019.pdf 
 
Questions? Email the D-Prize team at help@d-prize.org  
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