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Community Seed Banks (CSBs) emerged worldwide in the 1980s as part of the 
informal seed system to combat losses and strengthen and improve the local seed system, 
with an emphasis on landraces. The number of CSBs in Europe has been growing rapidly 
over the last 15 years. However, most initiatives do not use the term CSB, but identify as 
seed networks, houses, libraries or archives. Such denomination inconsistency reflects 
the general diversity within the CSB movement in Europe, also apparent in terms of age, 
size, goals, stakeholder groups, areas and activities, as well as governance structures. 
This diversity can be explained by the fact that most CSBs in Europe have emerged from 
local initiatives. The roles and concepts of European CSBs can be roughly described 
by keywords such as diversity, conservation, exchange, community and sovereignty, 
although their exact meaning has not been commonly defined and might differ between 
initiatives. 

Most CSBs in southern and western European countries are mainly run by farmers, 
while in many northern and central European countries the initiators are gardeners and 
farmers whose farms served as “economic niches” for crops that the agricultural market 
no longer needed. Such initiatives, unlike those in the so-called Global South, did not rely 
existentially or economically on caring for seeds as an important part of alimentation. On 
the other hand, in parts of southern Europe, small-scale agriculture prevailed for much 
longer, so the diversity of agricultural crops in the Mediterranean countries was much 
greater than in other parts of Europe. In southern Europe there is a longer continuity of 
agricultural practices related to the use of locally adapted crops, and many initiatives are 
explicitly linked to the fight against GMOs and the establishment of alternative solutions. 
This is, of course, a gross simplification of a reality that is more diverse and dynamic. Lack 
of financial resources along with lack of manpower and technical equipment are the 
most common obstacles in the work of CSBs. Key strategies to overcome these barriers 
include networking and cooperation among CSBs, mutual support and learning, and 

1. introduction 
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collaboration with other stakeholders who share similar goals and values. In addition, it is 
important to create a positive image and credibility of initiatives, as well as to raise public 
awareness of the importance of plant and seed diversity, at the same time protecting local 
varieties and adapting them to current needs. 

On September 21 and 22, 2017 in Rome we participated in workshops held at the 
FAO Headquarters (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations). The main 
organizer of the event was the Arche Noah Association in dialogue with CSB initiatives 
from around the world and in collaboration with DIVERSIFOOD and representatives of 
Bioversity International.

The topic was community seed banks that have emerged around the world 
and play an important role in the dynamic management of agricultural biodiversity and 
food sovereignty, in the hands of the communities and the members of those banks. In 
addition to exchanging experiences, the workshops intended to stimulate discussions and 
reflections on issues such as the strengths and challenges for CSBs today, their future 
role in agricultural biodiversity and food security in Europe, and necessary actions to 
strengthen CSBs. 

On the map of Europe below, shown at the workshop in Rome and made by 
Beate Koller from Arche Noah, you can see how some EU member states have as many as 
twenty such seed banks. There are currently three in Croatia (Biovrt, Rustica and ZMAG). 
This situation prompted us to launch a similar initiative in our country and in the countries 
of the former Yugoslavia, so we included Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and 
Macedonia in the project. For the last fifteen years, our association, ZMAG, has been 
engaged in the promotion of alimentary sovereignty (seed and food sovereignty), so we 
have collected about three hundred different types of vegetable, flower and herb seeds 
so far. Most of them are Croatian landraces or populations that we store in the basement 
on our Recycled Estate. Other than gardening and seed multiplication, we are also highly 
dedicated to educating the public, raising environmental awareness and exchanging 
knowledge on the importance of conserving local varieties and landraces as well as 
restoring lost varieties.

Climate change, environmental disasters, the disappearance of small-scale 
food producers and various diseases pose the greatest threat to food production. The 
promotion and production of different seed varieties is one of the most important ways 
to improve biodiversity which will ultimately encourage the production of healthy food. 
Such initiatives have enriched our society and, most importantly, they help build a more 
sustainable food system and make us more resilient to and prepared for the challenges 
we face. This is precisely what illustrates the importance and need for an organized seed 
conservation and cultivation system, such as community seed banks which have existed in 
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the world since the1980s. Through this project we hope to encourage the creation of new 
community seed banks in Croatia.
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2. development and   
   examples of csbs  
   worldwide

Community seed banks have existed for more than 30 years. Since the very 
beginning they have been conceived and implemented to preserve, restore, revitalize, 
strengthen and improve local seed systems, with particular emphasis on conserving local 
varieties. In many cases, seed banks function as platforms for biodiversity management in 
a community that can ensure the effective implementation of agricultural rights by valuing 
knowledge about local biodiversity, including farmers in the decision-making processes 
involving seed conservation, and jointly redefining regulations. 

Community seed banks are an opportunity for interaction and integration be-
tween informal and formal seed systems, for the promotion of in situ and ex situ links in 
order to back up seed stocks locally with the aim of further improving crops and ensuring 
food security and sustainable community development in the future.

Today, community seed banks jointly aim to achieve autonomy and food sover-
eignty. The economic and climate crises have further contributed to shifting the focus to 
self-sufficiency and independence when ensuring access to food. Community education, 
raising awareness and emphasizing biodiversity are also key elements of the work of 
community seed banks.

Most CSBs in Europe emerged as local grassroots initiatives. The background of 
their activities was mostly a kind of moral effort, a sense of responsibility for nature and 
future generations, therefore many early CSBs developed from the environmental move-
ment. Some of the major grassroots CSB initiatives in Europe are: ARDEAR Auvergne-
Rhône-Alpes and Fédération Rénova (France), Il fagiolo magico and Coltivare Condivi-
dendo (Italy), The Garden Organic Heritage Seed Library (UK), Aegilops (Greece), The 
Danish Seed Savers Froesamlerne (Denmark), Red de Semillas “Resembrando e Inter-
cambiando” / Red de Semillas de Euskadi / Red de Semillas de Gran Canaria / Red 



6

Andaluza de Semillas “Cultivando Bio” / Asoc. Subbética Ecológica / La Simiente / Al-
majaraca / Grupo de Acción Compartida (Spain) and Círculos de Sementes (Portugal).

Globally, some countries such as Brazil, India, Nepal and Nicaragua have a rel-
atively large number of CSBs, from one hundred to several hundred, while countries such 
as Bhutan, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, China, Guatemala, Rwanda and Uganda only have a 
few CSBs in the making. In most cases, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have 
played a key role in the formation of seed banks. 

Among the founders of community seed banks is the so-called Rural Advancement 
Foundation International (RAFI), today known as the ETC Group or Action Group on 
Erosion, Technology and Concentration. In 1986 RAFI developed the Community Seed 
Bank Resource Kit, which was also the first set of instructions for the establishment of a 
local gene or seed bank.

In Canada, for example, the idea of starting community seed banks emerged as 
a component of an ambitious program called Seeds of Survival (www.usc-canada.org). 
This program was launched in 1989 in response to the catastrophic drought and famine in 
Ethiopia, and it began to function in partnership with farmers as a form of rebuilding local 
agricultural systems severely affected by the drought.

The American non-profit Seed Savers Exchange was founded in 1975 by Diane 
Ott Whealy and Kent Whealy (www.seedsavers.org). Their goal is to preserve seeds by 
building a network of dedicated users who collect, store and share seeds and plants. The 
organization operates as a 360-acre farm in Iowa.

Some of the major CSB initiatives worldwide are: Mamudpur Nayakrishi Seed 
Hut (Bangladesh), Bumthang community seed bank (Bhutan), Minas Gerais seed houses 
(Brazil), Xiding gene bank in Yunnan (China), Unión de Semilleros del Sur (Costa Rica), 
community seed banks in Oaxaca (Mexico), Dalchowki Community Seed Bank (Nepal), 
La Labranza no. 2 (Nicaragua) and many others.
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3. comparison of a  
   csb to the croatian  
   bank of plant genes

The Croatian Bank of Plant Genes was created through the Seed Net project 
of the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), which existed 
from 2004 to 2010. It consists of a large number of collections that are kept by different 
subjects in the form of seeds, propagating material and field collections. Coordination 
of the work of all entities involved in the National Bank of Plant Genes is carried out by 
the Commission for Plant Genetic Resources. It was formed according to a decentralized 
model:

•Institute for Seed and Seedlings, Osijek 
•Institute of Pomology, Zagreb (continental fruit crops)

•Institute for Adriatic Crops and Karst Reclamation, Split (Mediterranean fruit crops)

•College of Agriculture, Križevci (vegetables)

•Faculty of Agriculture, Zagreb (fodder crops, medicinal and aromatic plants, vitis,  
    cereals and maize).

Although the National Bank of Plant Genes receives few requests for the 
submission of seed and propagating material samples, clear rules have been defined for 
the exchange of such material. The Commission for Plant Genetic Resources has issued 
Guidelines for access to plant genetic resources conserved in ex situ collections, with 
detailed instructions on access to plant genetic resources. All collection managers must 
act in accordance with the Guidelines when exchanging material. Access to plant genetic 
resources should be free of charge, and receipts are accompanied with all available non-
confidential information. Recipients must not claim any intellectual property rights or other 
rights that restrict facilitated access to plant genetic resources for food and agriculture or 
their genetic parts or components in the form in which they have been received. When 



8 exchanging samples the Standard Material Transfer Agreement is signed. 

There are 4,061 receipts in the National Bank; 28 receipts belong to conservation 
varieties while the rest are hybrids. Conservation varieties are varieties that originated 
from domestic plant genetic resources, and not as a result of systematic breeding, and 
they are conserved and propagated exclusively in Croatia. Conservation varieties may 
only be produced in limited areas, and the marketing of their seeds in weight-restricted 
packages is also permitted exclusively in Croatia. 

Compared to the Croatian Bank of Plant Genes, a community seed bank is 
an informal organization that is open to the public and can easily be accessed by all 
interested parties. It contains varietal seeds which have specific characteristics. Such 
seeds are adapted to the conditions of a certain climate area and faithfully pass on their 
characteristics to the progeny so that you do not need to buy new seeds every year, but 
you can use the ones you have collected yourself. Most often, such seeds are collected 
in the field, visiting villages, or through seed exchanges when they are collected directly 
from seeders and gardeners, and a part of them is grown by ZMAG on our Recycled 
Estate. Seed exchanges are held twice a year. They enable live contact among gardeners 
and direct information about a variety, while strengthening the connections between local 
communities. This sends a clear message that the seed is no one’s property, but everyone 
has an equal responsibility to take care of the common seed collection.
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4. how to organize  
   a csb

When establishing a community seed bank, some of the steps to be taken are:

1  Determine the goal of the community seed bank 
For example, it is up to the community seed bank to determine whether it will act primarily 
as a seed supply in times of crisis or aim to preserve native varieties and/or make money 
by selling seeds to neighbouring communities. Other issues that should also be discussed 
are, among other things, who is going to manage the bank and how and which seeds 
are going to be stored and multiplied. The methods and location should also be defined. 
Community seed banks are mainly focused on crop types that are of local importance. 
Some are focused on reviving traditional cultures associated with local culture. Others 
have favoured the identification, propagation, and distribution of varieties that are 
tolerant to local biotic and abiotic stress such as heat, drought, flooding and adaptation 
to poor soil conditions, sometimes including improved varieties preferred by farmers.

2.  Analyse the current situation
Are there conditions for storing seeds, which varieties are available, what are the 
difficulties we encounter, what are our needs and what do we already have (knowledge, 
people, space, resources)?

3  Agree on how to manage the CSB
In order for the bank to function well and be sustainable, it is recommended to establish 
a joint governing committee. It can consist of different members of the community who 
are engaged in various activities related to the management of the bank – collection, 
selection, cleaning and storage of seeds, keeping records, improving the diversity of 
seeds... However, it is very important for the committee to determine in advance who is 
entitled to receive the seed for use (i.e. only farmers who keep the seeds in the bank or 
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other people also) and how many years should pass from storage to seed regeneration.

4.  Build a facility or find an adequate physical space for the CSB
A dry, dark space with a temperature of about 15 degrees Celsius is ideal. If you do not 
have ideal conditions, a closet or pantry will also do, depending on the desired size of 
your seed bank. Practical measures such as room ventilation when the temperature and 
humidity become too high and regular inspection of stored seeds should certainly be 
applied. In recent years there has been a practice of using humidicator paper in seed 
bottles as an indicator of moisture – the paper changes colour from blue to pink if the 
relative humidity in the bottle or room increases.

5.  Create an action plan for the CSB
What you plan to do through the work of your seed bank and in what time period: 
workshops, seed exchanges, lectures, gardening activities, promotions, tools purchase, 
meetings, etc.  

6.  Collect and select seeds
a) Seed collection
Collecting seeds can be easy and cheap, but it can also be a time consuming process.  
The ideal time to collect seeds is as soon as the seeds reach maturity. There are a few  
things to keep in mind:

•Seed handling in the garden affects seed quality. It is extremely important that the  
    seeds are not exposed to high temperature or high humidity.

•It is recommended to collect only those fruits which are healthy, well-formed and not  
    infected with pests or diseases.

•Collect seeds or fruits when most seeds have reached maturity. Waiting for all the seeds  
    to mature can lead to losses as they are attacked by birds or other animals. For example,  
   it would be good to harvest pods just before they open so that the seeds can continue  
   to mature in them as they dry.

•Record where and when samples were collected, especially for seeds from other areas.

b) Seed selection
Seeds are usually selected based on size, shape, colour, absence of pests or yield of 
the parent plant. The method of seed selection depends to some extent on the selected 
plants. The amount of seeds that will be collected also largely depends on the species. It is 
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important not only to collect a certain amount of seeds, but also that farmers have access 
to high quality seeds. If the seed is of poor quality, it will consume additional resources 
such as labour, water, fertilizer, etc. It should be of good physical and physiological 
quality, healthy and of desirable genetic traits as this helps farmers to produce healthy 
crops and achieve high yields. However, rainfall, agronomic practice, soil fertility and 
pest control are also key.

•The physical qualities of the seed relate to whether the seed is damaged; whether it  
    is free from weed seeds, chaff, stones, dirt and seeds of other crops; whether it carries  
    microorganisms that have infected or will infect the seed and; whether it has reached a  
    certain size (mature, medium and large seeds generally show higher germination).

•Physiological qualities refer to the germination percentage, i.e. an indicator of the  
    ability of seeds to germinate from the soil and produce a plant in the field under normal  
    conditions. Seed germination is also important, i.e. the ability of the seed to germinate  
  and survive under potentially stressful field conditions and to grow rapidly under  
   favourable conditions.

•Seed health refers to the presence or absence of pests such as insects, nematodes,  
    bacteria, fungi and viruses.

•Genetic quality refers to certain genetic characteristics of a seed variety. The seeds of a  
      certain variety show the same characteristics and the cultivated plants can be reproduced  
    from generation to generation.
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7.  Clean and dry the seeds
Since the seed is collected from an agricultural area, there may be dirt present, so it 
needs to be cleaned and dried to ensure its quality. This includes cleaning by winnowing, 
threshing or soaking and finally drying the seeds. Seeds of beans, peas, onions, carrots, 
corn, most flowers and herbs are left to mature and dry for as long as possible on the plant 
itself and then most often threshed during dry processing. Threshing involves separating 
the seeds from the associated plant organs; the seed is placed in a large canvas bag 
which is then pounded on the floor, or the flower heads are rubbed between the palms, 
or the seed is pressed through a sieve so as to separate it from the rest of the material. If the 
wind is moderate and constant, the separation process can also be performed by lightly 
tossing the seeds in the air to remove impurities by wind.

The seeds can also be cleaned by wet processing. This type of cleaning must 
be applied for seeds found in fleshy fruits such as tomatoes, melons, squashes and 
cucumbers. The seeds should be removed from the fruit and placed in a small amount 
of warm water for two to four days to eliminate viruses during the fermentation process. 
Eventually the good seeds sink to the bottom of the pot while the poor quality seeds, pulp 
and mould remain floating on the surface. The seeds must be completely dried before 
being stored in the bank, because the drier the seeds, the longer they can be stored and 
the higher their germination after sowing. Moisture in combination with high temperature 
can result in seed decay as it is then susceptible to damage, insects and fungi. The time it 
takes for the seeds to dry completely depends on various factors such as the seed type, 
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amount of moisture, and the equipment used.

8.  Analyse the seeds
In order to check whether the seed is of good quality, you can perform a germination 
test, i.e. a test of the seed’s ability to develop into normal seedlings. The germination test 
examines the development of seed embryos with essential structures, including shoots 
and roots, into a normal plant under favourable growth medium, moisture, temperature, 
oxygen, and light conditions. When performing a germination test, it is necessary to use 
a clean and moist growth medium, such as sand in a tray or other type of container with 
drainage holes or on filter paper. The finer the seed, the more seeds you use. For example, 
a minimum of 10 seeds is required for beans, whereas a minimum of 30 is required for 
tomatoes. These procedures are part of the so-called “home seed production” techniques. 
A satisfactory percentage is at least 80%, less than that is a sign that you need to sow the 
seeds immediately to save what you have left.

9.  Record seed data
Keeping records can be time consuming, but it is very important to ensure proper 
management of the seed bank. It is important to know the origin of the seed; whether it was 
collected on the farm itself, collected by family members, neighbours, or it was purchased 
from well-known breeders or seed traders. Other information to be included is the name 
(local or other name), the exact name of the variety or species, when it was added to 
the community seed bank, where it comes from (seed source), the year of harvest, the 
results and date of the annual germination test, data on maturity, plant characteristics 
(e.g. in terms of yield, productivity, growth, colour, shape and size of the fruit), resistance 
or susceptibility to disease and the expected storage period in the bank. Records should 
contain information on which seeds were removed from the bank and when. In case the 
bank’s goal is to generate income, the realised costs and profit should be recorded. In 
addition, data on the conditions required by the plant and cultivation procedures should 
be recorded, as this determines the yield of the plant to a certain extent. Therefore, it is 
recommended not only to mark each container with this data, but also to keep detailed 
records on paper or in a computer database. ZMAG successfully uses and recommends 
the network application, i.e. database AIRTABLE.

10.  Store seeds
The way the seeds are dried determines how long they can be stored. Proper storage 
is important to maintain seed germination and ensure quality and protection against 
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insects and diseases. Equally important is the proper handling of seeds before storage. 
This includes minimizing the risk of diseases, insects and pests by timely harvesting and 
removal of seeds from the field, adequate drying, and discarding seeds attacked by 
insects before storage. To ensure efficient seed storage, adequately dried seeds should 
be stored in a clean, well-ventilated area. Periodic stock checks should be conducted. 
When storing seeds it is important to take into account the type, size, shape and material 
of the containers, as well as their price and reusability. 

If the seeds are stored properly (meaning they are kept cool and dry), the storage 
period can be divided into short, medium and long. Seeds of onions, parsnips, carrots 
and spinach should generally not be stored for more than one season (short period of 
time). Beans, carrots, celery, chard, eggplant, parsley, peas, pumpkins and squashes, 
if stored properly, can be stored for at least three years (medium period of time). Beets, 
brassicas (broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, cabbage, kale, kohlrabi), chicory 
(endive, radicchio), cucumber, kale, lettuce, melon, mustard, paprika, radish, turnips, 
sunflower and tomato can be stored for five years or longer (long period of time).

11.  Replenish seed stocks and increase seed diversity
To ensure the viability of the community bank, seeds should be constantly maintained and, 
if possible, seed stocks should be increased. Measures should therefore be introduced to 
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ensure that members return at least the same amount of seeds. For example, the variety 
stock can be expanded by purchasing or exchanging seeds, organizing seed fairs with 
neighbouring communities, thus increasing seed diversity, including varieties adapted to 
local conditions.

12. Network with associations or institutions and bring together  
       participants and members of the CSB
The more we team up, the more visible we are and the more acceptable our ideas become. 
The more numerous and united we are, the easier it is to reach the goal: “Many hands 
make light work!” Establish a community seed bank by creating a network of local small 
farmers, gardeners and seed producers. ZMAG organizes meetings and trainings with 
gardeners who are important for the work and establishment of a seed bank because they 
are knowledgeable and experienced. They are included in a focus group that currently 
has 15 members from all over Croatia. Make an internal list of potential network partners 
from Croatia and start mapping them. After the mapping phase, organize visits to the 
mapped associations. On these trips and excursions, organize a presentation of the CSB 
project, hold meetings and seed exchanges with partners, find potential partners and 
discuss the creation of a new network.

13.  Educate, raise awareness and share knowledge and seeds among  
      CSB members and the public
We propose various models of public campaigns that further ensure the visibility of 
the launched CSB and a wider public interest in active engagement. Education and 
awareness-raising strategies focus on working with associates from other fields and 
disciplines who are also interested in topics related to seed policies (cultural sector, visual 
arts, pedagogy). With their approaches and methodologies they can help deepen and 
broaden public understanding of CSBs.
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5. zmag csb activities  
   to date

 The Community Seed Bank (CSB) is ZMAG’s new project whose main goal 
is to contribute to the conservation of local seed varieties and landraces, but also to 
the restoration of those “lost” for future generations. It is designed to be owned by its 
members, open to the public, food producers, small farmers, gardeners and consumers, 
as an informal and locally managed institution. 

The main activities of our Community Seed Bank are aimed at strengthening 
and improving the local seed system with an emphasis on landraces. The project also 
pays great attention to educating, raising awareness and sharing knowledge about the 
importance of preserving local varieties, as well as promoting seed and food sovereignty.

As part of the project, ZMAG has already initiated a series of activities, including 
the networking of small-scale local food producers and seed producers and related 
associations from Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Macedonia and Slovenia. 
ZMAG representatives have also visited numerous ecological and biodynamic farms in 
Croatia and Europe, participated in conferences on seed policy in Portugal and Austria, 
and visited plant gene banks in Banja Luka, Osijek, Zagreb and Križevci. They have 
also held a series of seed exchanges and lectures on seeds as part of “Green Libraries” 
in Pula, Šibenik, Zadar, Split and Zagreb, conducted a project with district schools 
on the topic of seeds and gardening called “I want it!” and a poetry residency called 
“Traces in the Snow – Seeds for the Future”, and for the last three years we have held the 
conference “Our Good Food” where we deal with the extremely important topic of seed 
conservation. This year we held a round table on the protection of local seeds and the new 
EU Regulation on organic production (2018/848). ZMAG has also initiated cooperation 
with the Miroslav Kraljević Gallery with the aim of actively involving artists in the process 
of research and establishment of a seed bank. Together with the Green Gold Society 



18

for Social Ecology, we have participated in the project “Inclusive Agricultural Chain” 
with people with special needs. The topic was organic gardening and the production of 
healthy food in the greenhouse.

Our Community Seed Bank is also part of the Community Seed Banks Academy 
project led by Arche Noah from Austria. A focus group has been established and it 
includes hard-working, experienced gardeners who help in the realization of this project. 

We have attended a workshop by Jean-Martin Fortier on his method of building 
raised garden beds. We have presented our project at the 11th International Symposium 
on Plant Breeding, Seed and Nursery Production in Umag (www.agronomsko.hr). We 
have participated in the implementation of the EU food policy analysis and the advocacy 
position of the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems IPES-FOOD 
where we actively participated as representatives of our European network RIPESS. We 
have participated in an online conference in Brussels entitled “Seeds in the new organic 
regulation 2018/848”. We have visited other CSBs: Ryton Organic in the UK, Irish Seed 
Savers in Ireland and Arche Noah in Schiltern in Austria. We have participated in the 
workshop “Organic Seeds Marketing & Plant Health Rules” in Vienna. 

In Dalmatia, we have collected seeds on a door-to-door basis. Prior to such 
actions, it is advisable to establish cooperation with local associations that will recommend 
people with whom to arrange the collection of seeds. Associates can also be students 
eager for knowledge who are required to do practical work; ZMAG has, for example, 
collaborated with students from the Faculty of Agriculture in Zagreb. 

In addition to all of the above, there has also been a lot of sweat and work in 
the garden. We have aroused great media interest so our work has been presented in all 
relevant broadcasts and magazines. 
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Whether you are a gardener, small farmer, hobbyist or enthusiast, you too 
can become a member of the CSB and enjoy a variety of benefits, including free seed 
packets, sowing manuals and discounts on ZMAG workshops. There are only two steps 
to the annual membership:
 
1. Fill out the short online application form found on our website.

2. Pay an annual membership fee of HRK 250 for the Gardener and Sympathizer 
memberships or a voluntary donation for the Sponsor membership. The membership fee 
is valid for one year, and the payment details can be found below:
 
Method of payment: transaction account

IBAN: HR5324020061100095765

Payment description: CSB donation

SYMPATHIZER • annual membership fee – HRK 250
Membership benefits:

•3 free seed packets

•1 free CSB workshop

•15% discount on ZMAG workshops and conferences

•1 day at the Vukomerić Recycled Estate with ZMAG members

•free sowing manual (electronic)

•a newsletter with work reports and related topics and an opportunity to present your  
    story twice a year    

6. how to become a  
   member of the  
   zmag csb
Welcome (everyone) to the Community Seed Bank!
Become a member of the Community Seed Bank, “adopt” seeds, reap a number of 
benefits and support this valuable initiative!
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GARDENER • annual membership fee – HRK 250
Membership benefits:

•3 free seed packets

•1 free CSB workshop

•15% discount on ZMAG workshops and conferences

•1 day at the Vukomerić Recycled Estate with ZMAG members

•free sowing manual (electronic)

•a newsletter with work reports and related topics and an opportunity to present a story  
    on a given topic twice a year

In addition to financial support, the Gardener also provides practical support by growing 
forgotten plants in his garden and returns to the CSB half of the total seed yield, thus 
helping in regeneration.

 
SPONSOR • voluntary donation
Sponsors are inactive members who wish to financially support the Community Seed 
Bank and the initiative.

 

Thank you for supporting the work of the Community Seed Bank!

What do you support by paying the membership fee?

•existence of the Solidarity Fund, a mutual aid fund for seed growers and ecological  
    family farms, and the investment in education and/or procurement of equipment and  
    other operating costs of the Community Seed Bank

•lobbying nationally and internationally for important environmental issues

•cultivating organic gardens, demonstrating techniques and best practices, and  
    educating and inspiring visitors

•connecting and strengthening communities and jobs through organic growth

•protection of local plant heritage

•contribution to the key survival of endangered varieties
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7. exercise: what is  
   a community seed  
   bank?

This exercise helps participants and future CSB members to understand the 
concept and goals of the CSB through discussion. In addition to the selected partic-
ipants in the exercise, there should also be a moderator to lead the discussion and 
inform the participants about the rules of the exercise, and also provide additional 
information about the CSB.

Preparation: Before performing this exercise, the moderator should prepare by 
reading the note. Time: About 30 minutes. 
  Materials: papers, board, adhesive tape, felt-tip pens

Steps:

1. Open a discussion with participants about the concept of CSB, start by asking 
the question: Does anyone know what a CSB is?

2. Ask additional questions to help share knowledge on this topic. Other questions 
you can ask are:

• Where does the seed come from?

• Why is the seed important?

• Why establish a CSB?

Additional questions that can help the moderator gain an insight into the knowl-
edge and skills of the participants:

• How to choose high quality seeds and how to know which seeds are not good?

• Do you know how to clean, dry and store seeds?

• Do you know any people in your community who store and exchange seeds?
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3. Encourage all participants to share their knowledge and experiences.

4. Summarize to make it clear to everyone what a CSB is and what its goals are.

5. Perform a SWOT analysis of the CSB 

A prerequisite for the correct choice of strategy for the community seed bank (CSB) is an 
analysis of the situation. This means that the CSB needs to consider external and internal 
factors in order to identify the best way to achieve the goals of the CSB in Croatia. 

6. Perform an analysis of the resources and needs of CSB members

This is necessary for the functioning of the CSB and assessing members’ capacities. 
Members identify their knowledge, skills and opportunities for active participation and 
express expectations of membership. On a piece of paper they write in one column 
what, in terms of skills, they can offer to the future CSB and in the other column what 
they expect from the CSB membership.

SWOT ANALYSIS
A prerequisite for the correct choice of strategy for the community seed bank (CSB) is 
an analysis of the situation. This means that the CSB initiators need to consider external 
and internal factors in order to identify the best way to achieve the goals of the CSB in 
Croatia. 

For this purpose we performed a SWOT analysis of the operation of the CSB at the first 
meeting of our focus group.

• S – Strengths

• W – Weaknesses

• O – Opportunities

• T – Threats

22
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• Good customer relationship 
(existing family farms)

• Connection with people from 
different parts of Croatia

• A source of valuable knowledge 
– people from different sectors 
involved

• Experience and knowledge about 
old varieties

• The heritage we have managed to 
preserve

• Seeds of old varieties are 
renewable (hybrids are not)

• Conservation of native varieties
• Openness to cooperation
• Existing contacts 
• Motivated members and 

enthusiasm
• Members’ land resources
• Originality, authenticity
• Access to small-scale producers
• Different varieties
• There is no competition in Croatia 

(native varieties – unique product)
• Connecting and practicing natural 

gardening techniques 
• Networking of organizations 

and individuals from a wider 
geographical area

• Informality
• ZMAG and network of associates 

(contacts)

• Lack of resources compared to 
older organizations

• Insufficient number of producers 
who grow and store old varieties

• Insufficient number of volunteers
• Lack of finances
• Lack of infrastructure for processing 

and storage of seeds
• People less involved in animal 

rearing
• Poor visibility and awareness
• Legally in a grey area
• Lack of experience
• Lack of infrastructure
• Informality
• Volunteering
• Lack of communication (meetings)

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES



2424

• Organoleptic superiority of old 
varieties

• Recruitment of new members
• Biodiversity conservation
• Connection with other seed banks – 

new information and technologies
• Cooperation with the general public 

– wider reach
• Scientific research – popularization 

of the topic
• Education and public awareness
• (International) grouping and 

connections
• Impact on legislation
• Demand for old varieties
• Media advertising
• Raising environmental awareness
• EU seed regulation (opportunity for 

lobbying in the Republic of Croatia 
and the wider region)

• Seed exchanges
• Older varieties are more resistant to 

climate change
• Awareness about healthy food
• Possibility of establishing hubs in 

bioregions

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

• Strong lobby of big corporations
• Seed policy in the EU – seed 

distribution in Croatia
• Lack of political support, power 

and will
• Governing structures’ lack of 

awareness and understanding
• People less involved in animal 

breeding
• Institutions do not support native 

varieties
• Greater availability of hybrid 

seeds (large stores and agricultural 
pharmacies)

• Import of organic seeds (hybrid)
• Legislation does not support old 

native varieties
• GMO 
• Uneducated consumers
• Conventional seed production and 

import
• Lack of public interest – a silent 

trend
• Climate changes
• Low economic standard of citizens
• Consumer distrust in the possibility 

of growing food in an organic way 
(insufficient quantities)
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Moderator’s note
Community seed banks (CSB) store and manage seeds, aiming to provide 

them to community members. Seeds are obtained from farmers or gardeners within 
the community, and they are selected and stored depending on the agreed system. 
Seed banks can take a variety of shapes; for example, seeds can be stored in jars in a 
warehouse, in a common building, or in clay pots on the floor, in a basement, or on a 
kitchen shelf. Once the seeds are collected, they are stored in the CSB until the need for 
them becomes apparent.

One of the goals of CSBs is to serve as an emergency seed source – when 
producers experience a shortage of seeds because the crop has failed or it has been 
destroyed as a result of floods, droughts, pests or diseases. CSBs are also significant for 
promoting and maintaining the cultivation of diverse crops. By offering both local and 
bred varieties, CSBs can contribute to maintaining greater genetic diversity in fields. In 
this way, CSBs can be essential for maintaining local varieties, restoring “lost” varieties 
and sharing knowledge and experience among farmers.

Just as some people save in classic banks so they can withdraw their savings 
when they need money, seed banks serve as farmers’ savings for future sowing. In this 
way, potential environmental and economic losses are mitigated. CSBs are key to en-
suring seed and, consequently, food safety – without seeds farmers would not be able 
to grow their crops. The local seed supply system is the main source of seeds, especially 
for farmers who lack resources.

With the introduction of improved high-yielding seed varieties in the 1950s, 
the genetic diversity of major crops has declined rapidly because there is a high rate 
of genetic uniformity within the individual varieties grown today. It has been estimated 
that approximately 75% of plant genetic diversity has been lost since the early 20th 
century, mainly due to the transition from local to high-yielding varieties.

At the global level, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault was established in 2008 
as a measure of preserving genetic resources. This seed bank is located in the per-
mafrost on a remote island off the coast of Norway and it has become the most com-
prehensive seed vault in the world. Duplicate seed samples kept in plant gene banks 
around the world are stored in three underground chambers, thus providing insurance 
against seed loss. This type of storage (conservation) is called ex situ, which means off 
site, i.e. outside the natural habitat. This is contrary to in situ storage strategies where 
seed conservation is done in its natural environment. Ex situ conservation is a useful 
additional measure, but it is not, on its own, an ideal approach because it allows only 
for a relatively small proportion of diversity, even for major crops. Most importantly, 
ex situ conservation does not allow the crops to continue to develop in farming systems, 
which is crucial for sustaining long-term crop biodiversity. In order to ensure efficient 
and long-term conservation of genetic diversity, it is widely agreed that an integrated 
application of both ex situ and in situ seed conservation strategies should be promoted.
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8. literature

http://www.diversifood.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/DIVERSIFOOD-D4.2_Re-
sults-of-the-workshop-on-CSB.pdf

https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/bocci.pdf

https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/vernooy_1.pdf

https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/slideshow_csb_europe_fao_beate_
koller.pdf

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/communi-
ty-seed-banks-origins-evolution-and-prospects/

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/communi-
ty-seed-banks-concept-and-practice/

https://www.workman.com/products/the-manual-of-seed-saving

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3987e.pdf

http://www.fao.org/3/i2230e/i2230e13.pdf

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/how-to-devel-
op-and-manage-your-own-community-seed-bank-farmers-handbook-establishing-a-
commu/

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Management_Ver-
nooy_2018.pdf

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Technical_Ver-
nooy_2018.pdf

http://www.diversifood.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/DIVERSIFOOD-D4.2_Results-of-the-workshop-on-CSB.pdf
http://www.diversifood.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/DIVERSIFOOD-D4.2_Results-of-the-workshop-on-CSB.pdf
https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/bocci.pdf
https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/vernooy_1.pdf
https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/slideshow_csb_europe_fao_beate_koller.pdf
https://www.communityseedbanks.org/media/slideshow_csb_europe_fao_beate_koller.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/community-seed-banks-origins-evolution-and-prospects/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/community-seed-banks-origins-evolution-and-prospects/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/community-seed-banks-concept-and-practice/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/community-seed-banks-concept-and-practice/
https://www.workman.com/products/the-manual-of-seed-saving
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3987e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/i2230e/i2230e13.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/how-to-develop-and-manage-your-own-community-seed-bank-farmers-handbook-establishing-a-commu/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/how-to-develop-and-manage-your-own-community-seed-bank-farmers-handbook-establishing-a-commu/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/how-to-develop-and-manage-your-own-community-seed-bank-farmers-handbook-establishing-a-commu/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Management_Vernooy_2018.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Management_Vernooy_2018.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Technical_Vernooy_2018.pdf
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Technical_Vernooy_2018.pdf
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For more information see:

https://www.liveseed.eu/about-liveseed/

https://www.arche-noah.at/

https://academy.communityseedbanks.org/

http://www.diversifood.eu/

https://www.semirurali.net/

https://www.bioversityinternational.org/

http://www.fao.org/home/en/

Other CSB initiatives in Croatia:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Local-Business/Rusti-
ca-285945008170283/

https://www.biovrt.com/

https://www.liveseed.eu/about-liveseed/
https://www.arche-noah.at/
https://academy.communityseedbanks.org/
http://www.diversifood.eu/
https://www.semirurali.net/
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/
http://www.fao.org/home/en/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Local-Business/Rustica-285945008170283/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Local-Business/Rustica-285945008170283/
https://www.biovrt.com/
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