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W 
hen Canadian farmers buy seed, we know 

that registered varie es perform well in

our growing condi ons, do not harbor serious

plant diseases, and will produce crops our 

customers value because they are independently 

assessed by experts (including farmers and 

Canadian Grain Commission scientists) on 

Recommending Committees. We know the 

variety’s characteristics, such as days to maturity, 

yield, disease resistance, height and other data 

relevant to the crop kind, because results from 

independent testing are published. We have the 

choice of using pedigreed seed that meets 

standards for varietal purity; common seed sold 

by other farmers as long as it is not covered by 

Plant Breeders Rights restrictions; or farm-saved 

seed we grow ourselves. We have access to 

heritage varieties from small independent seed 

growers too. Seed growers and seed dealers must 

ensure the pedigreed seed they sell meets grade 

standards for maximum numbers of weed seeds, 

other crop seeds, germination and for certain 

susceptible crops, diseased seed. The Seeds Regu-

lations require most of our broadacre commercial 

crops (cereals, oilseeds, pulses, forages) – with 

the exception of corn – to be registered varieties. 

Most vegetable crops don’t require variety 

registration, but horticultural seed must be 

graded to ensure it meets germination standards, 

or else be properly labelled to provide buyers 

with information about the seller and the seed.  

All of these benefits result from over a 

century of farming within a seed regulatory 

system that was designed to promote quality 

crops, prevent serious disease problems, and 

protect farmers from fraud. While there have 

been some changes to these regula ons over

the years, the basic purpose and structure of our 

seed regula ons has remained constant over the

en re life mes of today’s farmers.

Our regula ons have served us well, but if big

seed corpora ons have their way, all this will

change. The federal government’s Seed 

Regulatory Moderniza on process currently

underway is a cri cal crossroads where global

corpora ons seeking to control Canada’s seed

for their own benefit are challenging our public 

interest-based seed regulatory framework.  

The NFU has always been a leader in 

defending farmers’ seed rights, and this 

challenge is no different. We know that

farmers, not corpora ons, need to control

seed in order for us to have food sovereignty, 

and to advance agroecology, so members of 

the NFU’s Seed Sovereignty Commi ee have

been working hard to protect farmers’ 

interests throughout this process. Consistent 

with the NFU’s model Seed Act for Farmers we 

are standing up for farmers’ rights to seed and 

working to ensure we retain a viable public 

plant breeding sector guided by farmers’ and 

the public interest. 

Why now? 

The Seed Regulatory Moderniza on review

and poten al overhaul of Canada’s seed

regula ons was put in mo on with the 2018

federal budget as part of the government’s 

overarching regulatory reform agenda. The 

corporate seed sector’s Seed Synergy 

ini a ve, and the Agri-Food Economic Strategy

Table established as a result of Barton Report 

recommenda ons, were major influences on

the government’s decision to make seed one 

of its first targeted regulatory reviews. The 

corporate seed sector, which includes globally 

dominant companies Bayer, Corteva, Syngenta 

and BASF (whose interests are now 

represented by Seeds Canada) has been 

aggressively lobbying for radical changes to 

the seed regula ons that would drama cally

increase their power and ability to extract 

wealth from Canadian farmers. 
(con nued on page 2…) 
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Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to 

healthy and culturally appropriate food 

produced through ecologically sound and 

sustainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture 

systems. It puts the aspirations and needs 

of those who produce, distribute and 

consume food at the heart of food 

systems and policies rather than the 

demands of markets and corporations.”  

– from the Nyéléni Declaration

https://www.nfu.ca/campaigns/save-our-seed/fundamental-principles-of-a-farmers-seed-act/
https://seedsynergy.net/about-seed-synergy/
https://ised-isde.canada.ca/site/economic-strategy-tables/en/tables/economic-strategy-table-agri-food
https://www.budget.gc.ca/aceg-ccce/pdf/key-sectors-secteurs-cles-eng.pdf
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(Seed Regulatory Moderniza on, from page 1)

In February 2019 a Seed Regulatory Moderniza on

Working Group (SRMWG) was appointed. This is a 14-

member mul -stakeholder commi ee with

representa ves from the seed industry, producer

groups, commodity associa ons, public plant breeders

and two non-government organiza ons. The Canadian

Food Inspec on Agency (CFIA) is responsible for

running the SRMWG process. The process also involves 

several Task Teams that delve into more technical 

details and report back to the SRMWG with 

recommenda ons. While the NFU was not asked to be

a member of the SMRWG, the NFU has members on the 

Task Teams for Grade Tables, Variety Registra on, and

Common Seed.  The SMRWG process does not include 

the regula ons dealing with novel plants (ie. gene

edi ng).

The SRMWG will make recommenda ons to the

CFIA. We expect there will be opportuni es for public

engagement before the CFIA dra s a regulatory change

proposal. It will be important for NFU members to 

par cipate and help inform and mo vate other farmers

to stand up for seed regula ons that work for us. The

CFIA expects to submit its proposed regula ons to the

Canada Gaze e process for public review in the fall of

2023 before a final text of revised regula ons will be

prepared for Cabinet to approve.  

Support for our current regulatory system 
is strong 

 In 2021 the CFIA surveyed farmers (including seed 

growers), commodity groups, seed companies, 

academics and others to get input on poten al changes

to how seed is regulated in Canada.  

 There was an excellent response rate from farmers. 

Results show that a strong majority want the 

government to con nue to be in charge of regula ons,

to determine what is required on seed labels, set 

standards for purity and germina on of pedigreed seed

grades and include grade name on cer fied seed lots,

and protect farmers from buying low-germination seed. 

There was little support for privatizing the CFIA’s 

regulatory func ons. Overall, less than 15% of all

responses expressed dissa sfac on with the seed

regulatory system as it currently exists – and the 

number of nega ve responses is, unsurprisingly, about

the same as the number of respondents from the seed 

industry.  

Seeds Canada’s vision for a privatized regulatory 
framework 

Seeds Canada was formed when four seed industry 

organiza ons amalgamated in early 2021. This was

essentially a rebranding of the Canadian Seed Trade 

Association, as three of the four organizations were 

already members of the CSTA, the long-time lobby group 

for the corporate seed sector. Canadian Seed Growers 

Association (CSGA) members voted strongly to reject the 

Seeds Canada amalgamation proposal, denying Seeds 

Canada access to the CSGA’s long-standing seed 

certification role and maintaining seed growers’ 

independent voice. Seeds Canada has representatives at 

the SRMWG table, but they are not in the majority.  

 Building on its previous Seed Synergy project, Seeds 

Canada is proposing its own vision in a document tled

A Func onal Framework for a Modern Seed System, a

radical departure from our current regulatory 

framework. The document uses buzz-words like 

compe veness, investment, inclusion and

transparency, but at its core, it is a roadmap to 

priva zing the CFIA’s regulatory authority while relying

on government funding to pay its costs: thus the term 

“industry-led, government-enabled.”  

 Seeds Canada proposes a new board it is calling the 

“independent standard-setting body” (ISSB) with the 

authority to create rules and standards for variety 

registration, to eliminate grade standards, implement 

measures that would require farmers to use pedigreed 

seed, discourage or prevent farmers from buying and 

selling common seed and/or allow tracking of common 

seed sales in order to increase royalty collection on both 

common seed and farm saved seed. It also proposes a 

new category of seed it calls Verified Seed designed to 

undercut the Certified seed market, and which would be 

amenable to seed production by growers contracted to 

seed breeding companies. Though not mentioned in 

their document, it would be in Seeds Canada’s interests 

to fast-track de-registration of older public domain 

varieties that are royalty-free as a way to further limit 

farmers’ seed choices.

Seeds Canada expects gene-edited varie es to

become widespread. Its proposed framework would 

streamline commercializa on by allowing seed

companies to submit one applica on form to get

approval for gene-edited seed release, variety 

registra on and UPOV 91 Plant Breeders Rights.

(con nued on page 3…) 
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 With its Framework document, Seeds Canada has laid its cards on the table. The corporate seed sector does not 

want to be encumbered with cost and me needed to look a er public interest. It wants to be able to sell based on

companies’ adver sing priori es instead of published independent data, to reduce or even eliminate farmers’ access

to varie es that are not subject to UPOV 91 Plant Breeders Rights or patent rights, and to increase the amount of

annual royal es companies can collect -- even on seed grown on farmers’ own farms. The less choice farmers have, the

easier it will be for the likes of Bayer, Corteva, Syngenta and BASF to use seed as a pla orm to sell expensive inputs

and seed treatments that are incompa ble with agroecological and

climate-friendly produc on prac ces.

The outcome of the Seed Regulatory Moderniza on process is

uncertain, as there is strong support for the main components of our 

exis ng, public-interest oriented regulatory system among farmers. Over

the coming year, it is essen al that we stand up and stop corpora ons

from winning even more power over our agriculture and food system 

through regulatory change that will increase their control of seed.          ▪

Agroecology is a holistic approach to 

food production that uses—and 

creates—social, cultural, economic 

and environmental knowledge to 

promote food sovereignty, social 

justice, economic sustainability, and 

healthy agricultural ecosystems.  




