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 introduCtion
The Consumers' Association of Penang (CAP) held its seed festival and conference at RECSAM in Penang 
on November 22-24, 2022. The purpose of the conference is to celebrate seeds and discuss the issue of seed 
security and sovereignty in Malaysia. 

Experts in agroecology and seed saving, and individuals who contribute to the enhancement of the environment 
and natural farming were invited as speakers and participants in this festival and conference. Organisations 
like PACOS Trust from Sabah, Sahabat Alam Malaysia Sarawak office, CAP’s seed reserve, Min House Camp 
of Kelantan, MySkills Foundation and farmers from Penang and Kelantan exhibited their own seed varieties, 
agroecology produce and shared them with the over 100 participants.   
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CAP President Mr. Mohideen Abdul Kader, in his 
welcome speech expressed his appreciation to the 
speakers and resource persons, participants and CAP 
staff who have contributed their time and resources 
in ensuring the success of the seed festival.

Mr Mohideen welcomed the key speakers of the 
festival, the founder and Chairperson of Annadana 
Soil & Seed Savers Ms. Sangita Sharma and trustee 
Mr Ashok Kamat; the  Co-Founder of Farmers 
Seed Network from China Dr. Yiching Song; and  
successful organic farmer, Mr. Gopalakrishnan from 
Trichy, India.  The  panelists comprised of Mr. Ariff 

Merican bin Din Merican, Deputy 
Director, Seed, Planting Material 
and Livestock Production 
Programme, Technology 
Commercialization and Business 
Centre of MARDI;  Mr. 
Nurfitri Amir Bin Muhammad, 
Coordinator of the Malaysian 
Food Sovereignty Forum 
(FKMM) and Mr. Yahqappu 
Adaikalam, an experienced 
agroecology farmer from Batu 
Arang, Selangor.  Ms Chee Yoke 
Ling, Executive Director of Third 
World Network moderated the 
panel discussion on Malaysia’s 
seeds system.

The  central theme of the 
discussions of the Seed Festival 
and Conference was agroecology, 
with an emphasis on seed 
security and sovereignty. Mr. 
Mohideen pointed out that seeds 

WelCoMe addreSS  
Mr. Mohideen abdul Kader

President, Consumers’ association of Penang (CaP)

are a ‘community resource’ that is carefully bred, 
conserved and evolved over thousands of years. 
Unfortunately, with the intervention of industrialised 
farming, it has been transformed into a ‘commercial 
proprietary resource’. The privatisation of seeds 
takes place through seed laws and intellectual 
property laws. While seed laws dictate how seeds 
can be marketed, intellectual property laws give 
monopoly rights to corporations. Both go in the 
same direction of hampering local and indigenous 
varieties, which are biodiverse and evolving.

Mr. Mohideen said that for quite some time, the 
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Malaysian government has been under pressure to 
join the 1991 version of the International Union for 
the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (known as 
UPOV 1991). Under UPOV, plant breeders get a 20-
25 year monopoly over a plant variety that is supposed 
to be new, distinct, uniform and stable. No one can 
reproduce, sell or exchange seeds of these varieties 
without the breeder’s permission and the payment of 
royalties. UPOV 1991 will adversely affect farmers 
who are dependent on farmers’ seed systems and 
their customary practices of freely saving, using, 
exchanging, and selling farm-saved seeds. Small-
scale farmers and indigenous communities, who 
own important local seed varieties will be affected. 
The intrusion of UPOV is sure to cause the decline 
of traditional seeds and the resultant depletion of 
food diversity. Hence, he said, CAP is concerned and 
disappointed that the government recently ratified 
the controversial Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) 
trade and economic agreement that requires its 
members to join UPOV 1991. Together with many 
civil society organisations we have called on the 
new government to withdraw from the CPTPP and 
not join UPOV1991. Malaysia’s seed policies must 
always guarantee the collective rights of farmers, 
indigenous people, and local communities to use, 
exchange, breed, select, and sell their own seeds.

He also said that the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Food Industry (MAFI) has been seriously 
considering the tabling of the Plant Seed Quality 

Bill in Parliament. The Plant Seed Quality Bill will 
require every individual (farmer or non-farmer) 
to apply for a licence to process seeds that are 
categorised as "controlled seeds". If it takes place, 
the processing of all crop seeds is at risk of being 
controlled by the law. This proposed law may 
prohibit the practice of freely saving, exchanging 
and selling seeds, which has been a common and 
traditional practice for farmers in Malaysia for ages. 
Farmers’ rights to seeds will be denied in favour 
of commercial seed producers. All these are done 
with the hidden agenda of boosting monoculture 
practices in the agricultural sector. Seed varieties 
used by traditional farmers will gradually decrease. 
This further destroys biological diversity and risks 
the country’s food production.

For example, in Malaysia, with the introduction of 
the subsidy system, farmers could only plant very few 
types of paddy variety, which meant over the years, 
they lost their traditional paddy seed varieties (which 
they had planted before the subsidy and incentive 
schemes came into existence). Encouraging farmers 
to plant their traditional paddy varieties and other 
vegetables and plants, popularising those varieties 
and finding a market should be the right course of 
action in reviving the traditional seeds.

Upholding farmers’ seed systems to save heirloom 
seeds, respecting and protecting Malaysia’s 
traditional farmers, and conserving food diversity 
should be the central focus of the Malaysian 
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government. Michael Fakhri, Special Rapporteur 
on the right to food, in his report to the Human 
Rights Council stated that farmers' seed systems are 
the foundation of all food systems, supporting the 
renewal of biodiversity, allowing the free distribution 
of seeds and knowledge among peoples, and make 
food systems more resilient against climate change, 
pests and pathogens. On the other hand, commodity 
seed systems are dedicated to the reproduction of 
homogenous varieties, which depend on chemical 
farm inputs.

Any introduction of laws contrary to the farmers’ 
seed system should be deemed a bane to the future 
of farming and agroecology as a whole. On this 
note, Mr Mohideen on behalf of CAP calls on MAFI 
to withdraw the tabling of the Plant Seed Quality 
Bill as it will have a far-reaching impact beyond 
"seed quality" control, by impinging the farmers’ 
seeds system whilst supporting commercial seed 
producers.

He also said that we need to transform the way we 
do agriculture. The best way to accomplish this goal 
is to ensure agroecological wisdom and values reach 
all levels of society. Preserving traditional seeds will 
allow farmers and interested consumers to produce 
their own food at any time and place, ensuring that 
everyone is fed adequately. Further, they could play 
their role in mitigating the food crisis, all of which 
are the essence of the traditional farming system 
that always places caring and sharing to the fore. 

Over the years, through CAP’s sustainable agriculture 
programmes and training, we realised the acute 
dependency of farmers on commercial seeds, mostly 
hybrid seeds. CAP’s survey found that farmers were 
spending a substantial amount on seeds and this is a 
heavy financial burden. Thus, CAP guides farmers 
on how to save their own seeds and informs them 
on how much they could save by using their own 
seeds. Our seed-saving guides enable farmers and 
the general public to learn the basics of seed-saving. 
Our annual seed-sharing event, which has been held 

for the past five years, is well received, with farmers 
and urban gardeners exchanging a variety of seeds. 
We need more of such sharing and this seed festival 
provides a venue not only to exchange seeds but 
also knowledge.

Mr Mohideen stressed that agriculture that does not 
take into account seed security and sovereignty will 
have devastating effects on the environment. This 
will adversely impact the nation’s overall health 
and wealth. Healthy agroecological practices add 
strength to the Shared Prosperity Vision 2030, to 
make Malaysia a nation that achieves sustainable 
growth along with fair and equitable distribution 
across income groups, ethnicities, regions, and 
supply chains.

He ended his speech by requesting all to join us in 
the effort to safeguard and promote seed security and 
sovereignty to create environmentally conscious and 
agroecologically sensible Malaysians who will carry 
forward the traits of food security and sovereignty 
as well as work on ways to leave a toxin-free world 
for future generations.

Pacos Trust members with their seeds, which were 
shared with the participants of the seed festival.



Report on Seed Festival & Conference Organised by Consumers’ Association of Penang 
22nd - 24th  November 2022 at RECSAM, Penang

6

The speech was followed by the launch of CAP’s 
latest publication titled, "Agroecology for All - 
Initiatives in Malaysia." The publication is CAP’s 
effort to highlight the positive developments towards 
advancing agroecology in Malaysia. The farmers, 
communities, individuals, educational institutions 
and indigenous communities that were featured in 
this book, have, in their own distinct ways, played a 
significant role in reinforcing agroecology in the lives 
of Malaysians. Through their sincere and concerted 
efforts, they had proven that with holistic agricultural 
practices we could reduce the carbon footprint, 
maintain a remarkably small ecological footprint, 
minimise the use of ecosystems, and contribute 
towards healthy food and a toxin-free environment. 
The book was handed over to each contributor to 
recognise and appreciate their good agricultural 
practices and inspire others to tread a similar path.

launching of 
CaP’s Publication
"agroecology for all - 

initiatives in Malaysia"

CONSUMERS' ASSOCIATION OF PENANG

aGroeColoGY For all 
initiativeS in MalaYSia

Participants with a copy of CAP’s publication, "Agroecology for All - Initiatives in Malaysia." 
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Sangita Sharma, the founder and chairperson of 
Annadana, said Annadana's mission is to save 
indigenous and heirloom seeds (non-hybrids and 
non-GMOs), transform conventional farms into 
chemical-free ecological farms, restore forests by 
reviving and conserving native forest species, train 
people in cost saving methods to create sustainable 
food forests and empower youth to be the catalyst 
for change.

Annadana’s Agro-Ecology Food Forest Farm on a 
2-acre land is IMO certified. The 56-year-old self-
sufficient farm is located in Bangalore city. 

Annadana's innovative seed bank conserves  
varieties of heritage crops, including vegetables, 
fruits, herbs, flowers, spices, cereals, oilseeds and 
grains are preserved by. This knowledge hub revives 

the dying skills in seed saving, an enterprise that 
supports the livelihoods of farmers, urban gardeners 
and farm enthusiasts across India. Farmers are 
reskilled to become researchers, seed savers and 
farm educators.

Sangita said that from a holistic perspective, they are 
solution providers. "We show you what is necessary 
in regenerative agriculture. On 2-acre farm, we 
conduct farm tours for schools. Visitors come from 
all walks of life. In addition, we provide online seed 
saving initiatives, internships, workshops and farm 
advisory services. Our Annadana model is recyclable, 
replicable and scalable. In this knowledge center, we 
demonstrate that you can grow your own food. One 
of the most important things is to save your own 
seeds and to constantly emphasize, "Let's not rely 
on outside sources for our food, and the knowledge 
hub has important aspects to it."

"Our soil is clay mixed with rocks. Within a span 
of 6 months, the soil was regenerated into a food 
forest comprising 28 varieties of fruit trees in less 
than half an acre. Turmeric and spices can be grown 
in the shade. They coexist and serve as companion 
crops. The forest and nature are our teachers. We 
draw inspiration from them."

"We start regenerating with green manure crops. We 
use integrated techniques as well as soil management. 
One does not need a science background to care for 
the earth and practise farming. I myself don’t have 
any science background. The only requirement is 
that I enjoy my food and want to know the origin 
of it. As an organic farmer, you must understand 
the fundamentals of composting, biochar, growth 
promoters, mulch, and crop rotation. Giving back 

Sangita Sharma 
Founder and Chairperson of 

annadana Soil and Seed Savers network
Bangalore, Karnataka, india
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carandas plum

to the soil is the first step 
in any farming endeavour. 
Nine different beneficial 
grains rich in nitrogen and 
trace minerals can be grown 
as soil food and improve 
soil nitrogen fixation. "Our 
genetic wealth is distributed 
across all plants."

"Water conservation is also 
a crucial aspect of farming. 
Study your landscape and 
create a pit that will collect 
the water. When resources 
are planned well, you can 
harvest in four seasons. The 
fallen coconut fronds can be 
used as mulch. Every month 
we produce 9 metric tonnes 

farmers but are on the losing end when it comes to 
food security and sovereignty. All the knowledge has 
been gifted to us by our ancestors and nature. Their 
seed-saving methods are of low-cost."

"Our empowered local youth are what drives us for 
change. This agroecology knowledge hub provides 
a farm trail called "from soil to seed to plate."  They 
take you on the journey of understanding your 
genetic wealth and how to grow and produce your 
food. It is important to take pride in your agricultural 
roots and not be embarrassed about them. 

All our previous endeavours, experiences and 
successes led to the creation of Annadana, Western 
Ghats, on 24 acres of land in 2016, located in Natural 
Heritage Site Siragodi, Kodachadri Hills. A ‘Center 
for Experiential Learning in Sustainable Agriculture’ 
(CELSA) started with the theme ‘farmers help 
farmers’ to address the challenges of farmers' 
migration to cities, rural youth disorientation, land 
abandonment and social evils."

"BioSource Centre North East India Seed Bank 

of compost, which we use in our field. When Kerala 
was affected by a massive flood, we donated over 
500,000 seeds because they lost all their seeds and 
crops to the flood. What we donated was actually 
what we collected earlier from them. When we save 
a seed, multiply it, and protect its originality, we are 
securing our own future. If we are seed-secure, we 
are food-secure. Once in every six months, we test 
our seeds for their germination. We also ensure that 
the seeds that we have stored from 2012 have 98% 
germination capacity.”

Sangita shared various seed saving methods with 
the participants. "One acre can host 6,000 fruited 
tomatoes, which can produce 480 kg of seeds. One 
tomato yields approximately 250 seeds. One carrot 
provides  a whopping 150,000 seeds. Despite that, 
we are not seed-secure. I was disappointed looking 
at the Malaysian supermarket. I could only find one 
or two varieties of tomatoes and carrots. I remember 
how appealing the country's diversity was in 1990. 
Clearly, supermarkets are not going to cater to our 
needs. The best way is to save our own seeds and plant 
them ourselves. We call ourselves "common sense" 

Sangita, explaining about seed germination.
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Project is a hotspot for biodiversity. The farmers 
that came and trained with us stayed and interned 
with us for a month. They went back and set up their 
own farm. With landscaping and optimising the 
land, they could develop their place within a year." 

Sangita shared her interesting accounts of searching 
for missing varieties of seeds. "Once when I was 
earnestly asking for traditional seeds, an old lady 
held me by the hand and took me to her room. Under 
her mattress, she pulled out a cover in which she had 
wrapped 70 varieties of seeds and she donated it to 
me. I was so touched. She said to me, "There were 
many people who came, but they didn’t talk about 
our indigenous varieties. They impose and tell us 
what to do. You are asking us and giving us respect." 
They started to save their seeds, and the biggest gift 
I received from them was a seed catalogue with the 
seeds they had saved over the seasons."

"We generate income through workshops, farm 
trails, internships and our community farm store. 
Interns come to stay with us to learn about the seed 
cycle. A seed cycle is approximately five months 
long. Therefore, they stay for the whole cycle 
according to academic requirements or stay for a 
year based on their program. We also have loads of 
publications on seed saving."

"It’s important to encourage people from all walks 
of life to participate in natural farming and seed 
saving efforts. A proud achievement of ours today 
is that second-generation farmers’ children are 
administrative trustees. Some children are not 
inclined toward education. Do not force them. 
Recognize their abilities and farming and seed 
saving may be the best option for them."

During the discussion session, Cheah Sin Chor 
asked for a solution for his banana trees, which had 
been wiped out by a disease called Panama TR4, to 
which Sangita replied that regenerating the soil  is 
very important. Providing the soil with an ample 
amount of nutrients is vital to farming. Pest attacks 

happen in many ways. It also happens when we do 
not have our pollinators. That is why intercropping 
is so crucial in this case. We grow turmeric, ginger 
in-between bananas and that has greatly helped 
in the healthy growth of bananas. We should also 
regularly supply the soil with green manure." 

Yahqappu aired his grievances on seeds. "At the 
moment, only hybrid seeds are available to us. I 
bought some seeds from India. The seeds that grow 
well in India do not grow very well in Malaysia. 
Hybrids might take a few generations to be 
acclimated here. I tried so many times and failed. Is 
it possible to dehybridize hybrid seed?”

Sangita said it is possible but time-consuming. "Not 
all the seeds that we get from farmers are indigenous 
varieties. It takes time to hybridize. It is a very tedious 
and cumbersome process, which is why hybrid seed 
corporations have moved swiftly and successfully 
because they can destroy all the indigenous varieties 
with the dominant traits of their seeds. Annadana 
has been saving seeds for the past 22 years. Seed 
savers like us have an arduous task ahead of us. You 
can do it, but patience and persistence are required. 
All we can do is multiply the seeds of resilience and 
grow those varieties that are more food oriented."

"We travel the length and breadth of our country 
to collect indigenous seeds. This is the farmers’ 
heritage and it belongs to the farmers.  It is the legacy 
of today's youth. We donate up to 50,000 packets of 
seeds each year. Community seed banks are the need 
of the millennium. When seeds were not valued, we 
realised that farmers were not taking it to the next 
level. When you charge for the seeds, they realise 
their value and importance. Those natural farmers 
working in the field are seed researchers, seed 
guardians and custodians. Annadana is not funded by 
the government or any private organisation. We stand 
on the merits of knowledge. Knowledge can sustain 
all of us. All of us can do it without needing any 
science background. You don’t need to be a scientist 
to do it. You just need to be a humble farmer."
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ashok Kamat
Managing trustee at annadana & Master trainer 

Ashok Kamat, managing trustee at Annadana and 
master trainer, works on innovative, low-cost ideas to 
make farmers' lives easier. Ashok Kamat shared several 
methods of protecting the earthworm compost bins from 
rodents and termites. Ashok also explained the seed- 
saving methods of the organisation. The structure of 
Annadana Western Ghat's seed bank is elevated slightly 
above the ground. The seed bank is insulated to prevent 
the hot air from coming in. The insulation method 
also does not allow any moisture to enter in order to 
maintain the ideal temperature to protect and extend the 
shelf life of the seeds. The structure was also built using 
naturally available materials. When the visitors come to 
the farm, they can go around without going into the seed 
bank because once you enter, the temperature changes 
because our body carries a lot of heat.

Ashok Kamat sharing Annadana's seed-saving guide with our Malaysian seed savers.
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Dr. Yiching Song, Co-Founder of Farmers Seed 
Network (FSN) from China, spoke about the 
enhancement of farmers’ seed systems in China, 
encompassing a collective action and empowerment 
process from seed registration to seed production and 
marketing. She was the co-founder of the Farmers’ 
Seed Network (FSN) of China. Dr. Yiching said their 
mission is to enhance smallholder farmers’ capacity 
and safeguard their rights and dignity through multi-
stakeholder action research and innovations in 
agrobiodiversity, traditional knowledge, and local 
food systems rooted in sustainable livelihoods. 

The initiatives of the Farmers' Seed Network of 
China started in 2000 and were established in 2013. 

dr. Yiching Song
Co-Founder of Farmers Seed network (FSn), China 

Rural and urban communities, universities, NGOs, 
enterprises, etc. are all part of the endeavor. They 
worked on seed conservation, sustainable utilisation 
and innovation, and the revival of farmers’ seed and 
local food systems. Enhancing local seed systems 
through community registries and seed banks was 
implemented systematically. Breeding ecological 
seeds as a pathway towards sustainable food 
systems by revitalising farmers’ seed production, 
certification and value-adding.

Through a video presentation, Dr. Yiching 
showcased how farmers’ seed systems greatly 
helped them adapt to changes and crises. A total of 
42 rural communities are members of FSN China. 
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Around 14 farming communities in China showed 
how working with nature can help people cope better 
with and recover better from crises like COVID-19 
and climate change. The COVID-19 crisis has also 
proved that the health and future of people and 
nature are intertwined.

Small farmers and communities in China contribute 
significantly to biodiversity and climate change by 
forming 260 million diverse family farms with an 
average land size of 0.6 ha as the foundation and 
hope for biodiversity and resilience to climate 
change. Local living seeds serve as the foundation 
for bio-culture systems, allowing for self-
preservation, selection and adaptation to changing 
conditions. Seeds are root and base for local food 
and livelihoods in adaptation and evolution.

Local seed systems were enhanced through 
community registries and seed banks. Dr. Yiching 
Song emphasised the points below. 

l Farmers’ perception and evaluation of 
agrobiodiversity in their communities (i.e. five-cell 
analysis).
l Farmers’ collective actions on the documentation 
of landraces and related biocultural knowledge in 
their communities.
l Farmers’ awareness raising by mapping of spatial 
temporal flow of local plant resources
l Local Varieties Conserving in Community Seed 
Banks for participatory varietal selection (PVS) and 
participatory plant breeding (PPB). For example: 
a community seed bank in Stone Village, Lijiang, 
Yunnan and rice seed diversity block in an organic 
farm in Jiangsu.
l An expanding network of community seed banks 
in enhancing farmers' seed systems and linking 
formal gene bank.

Dr. Yiching Song emphasised breeding ecological 
seeds as a pathway towards sustainable food systems. 
She also elaborated on how the planting of small 
beans would help nourish both humans and nature. 

207 soybean varieties and 81 bean varieties were 
tested for local adaptation and nutrition analysis 
in 5 provinces starting in 2021. Farmers' seeds 
system are being revived through seed production, 
certification and value addition to the produce. For 
example, some communities are working towards 
improving farmers' seed for registering and have 
also released new varieties, i.e., maize, millet and 
wheat. FSN China is developing a certification and 
labelling system for eco-seeds and farmers' seeds 
with Ecocert.

FSN is also attempting to market organic farm 
products. The organic produce of Aogu-1 millet, 
bred with a landrace of foxtail millet, is welcomed 
in the local market. The efforts to repatriate farmers' 
seed are also laudable. For example, Suyunuo, a 
traditional variety of sticky rice, disappeared for 
decades and has been repatriated from a gene bank 
since 2015 by a local organic farm. The rice wine is 
promoted to local consumers.

FSN summed up its achievements as below:

l At least 1,500 farmers’ seed and local plant 
resources in 15 provinces are documented in the 
Community Registry Book.
l Over 50 community seed banks conserving 1,200 
landraces have been established across the country.
l A training course on resilient seed systems is 
being developed by FSN China and four courses 
were organised with 90 farmer participants in the 
past two years.
l Multiple stakeholders’ platforms on plant 
breeding and integrated seed systems at the regional 
and national level are built for knowledge sharing, 
capacity building and policy advocacy.
l The results and achievements of farmers' seed 
system enhancement were shared at  27th Conference 
of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (COP27) and the 
upcoming 15th Conference of the Parties to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (COP15).
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Gopalakrishnan, from Trichy, India, is an experienced 
and successful large-scale organic farmer. He saves 
his own seeds and uses them for planting. He shares 
his knowledge with the participants of the seed 
conference.

"I own 27 acres of farming land in my village of 
Panickampatti, near Trichy, Tamil Nadu, India. I 
grow sugarcane, turmeric, bananas, paddy, shallots, 
elephant yam, sesame, blackgram and sunflower. 
This year I have planted 11,000 banana plants. 
Not a single drop of pesticide, weed killer, or other 
agrochemical is used on my land. For the past 23 
years, I have been practising organic farming. All  
the growth promoters I create, including pancakavya 
and vermicompost, are only for use on my land. The 
type of earthworm I use for vermicomposting is 
called Eudrilus eugeniae. One earthworm weighing 
40 grams eats approximately 200 grams of organic 
materials, which means the vermicomposting 

Gopalakrishnan
organic Farmer, trichy, tamil nadu, india

process is fast and gives 
a tremendous result." 
Gopalakrishnan also 
shared methods of 
vermicomposting.

"For one acre, I produce 
18,000 kg of tapioca. 
Due to the Ukraine war, 
my sunflowers fetch a 
good price in the market.  
Prior to the war, 1 kg of 
sunflowers was sold for 
30-40 rupees per kg. Now 
the price has increased to 
120 rupees. I have planted 
three varieties of banana 
on a land  area of 11 
acres. When the bananas 

are 75% ripe, they are harvested and shipped to 
Mumbai. Turmeric is intercropped with small onions. 
Intercropping is an added advantage. I could earn 
an extra 100,000 rupees per month. Green manure 
is also equally effective in making my soil fertile. 
Border crop is used as fodder for cattle, which also 
enrich the soil by absorbing nitrogen from the air.

Gopalakrishnan also shared some of the traditional 
ways of saving seeds. "We make sure that farmers 
have enough seeds for each season. During the 
Pongal celebration (farmers' festival), pumpkin is 
widely used. The remaining seeds are collected, 
rubbed with ash and then dried. This is our simple 
seed-saving method. The seeds can be stored in this 
way for a year without becoming pest-infested or 
moldy. For those saving seeds on a larger scale, 
we may need the help of technology. However, 
for my own farm, I use methods that are practical 
and traditional. Neem leaves, pungamia and vitex 
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negundo, ground together and mixed in the seeds, 
could save the seeds for up to one year. Spreading 
unripe papaya slices throughout the farm will either 
kill (when consumed) or drive the rat away. 

Planting mint leaves would also help keep the rats 
away because they dislike the smell of the plant. 
Asafoetida diluted in water and mixed into irrigation 
is an effective rodent repellent." According to 
Gopalakrishnan, there are numerous traditional 
rodent repellent methods that should be revived in 
organic farming.

During the question session, Sangita Sharma 
said weeds are farmers' friends, but because of 
unsystematic planning, they become a problem for 
us. Pulling out the weeds, drying them on a platform 
where they don’t take root again, and then using 
them as mulch is the best method of getting rid of 
weeds and benefiting from them as well.

Gopalakrishnan responded to Yahqappu's question 
about where to get shallot seeds. Shallots are a 
75-day crop and planting the onion, rather than 
the seeds is the most profitable method. One kg of 
shallots gives ten kg of yield. But for the big onion, 
most farmers use seeds for planting. For one acre, 
sixteen kilogrammes of paddy seeds are broadcast.

To the question from Dr. Nurul about the right 
companion plant for paddy, Gopalakrishnan said 
blackgram, greengram or any other leguminous plant 
is suitable as a companion plant. Azola, according to 
Sangita Sharma, is an excellent nitrogen fixer.

Towards the end of the session, CAP's education 
officer Saraswathi Odian introduced CAP’s various 
publications on agroecology and seeds to the 
participants, and encouraged them to use CAP's 
guide to enhance their farming knowledge.

Gopalakrishnan identifying pest problem on paddy at Chuah Jiunn Harng organic farm 
at Bukit Mertajam, Penang, during the participants' field visit.
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Vice President of the Malaysian Agroecology 
Society (SRIMas), Dr. Anni Mitin, from the 
Community Seeds Reserve Initiative, said the 
initiative to save seeds took form upon realising 
the urgent need for the community seed reserve to 
be strengthened. The initiative that started during 
the movement control order in 2021 during the 
COVID-19 pandemic stemmed from the realisation 
that during the pandemic, a lot of Malaysians were 
not able to access food. Anni also said that the 

Malaysian farmers’ seed systems are under threat. 
The Community Seeds Reserve Initiative promotes 
local agrobiodiversity conservation through seed 
saving and sharing. A web-based database of the 
inventory of individuals or groups that save seeds and 
the types of seed collections was created where in-
situ conservation and saving are encouraged among 
individuals, groups, communities or CSOs/CBOs.

Dr. Anni Mitin, a Bidayuh from Sarawak, said seed 
saving is common in her community. They save seeds 
and share them for the next sowing. Through such 
practices, her village still sustains the local varieties 
of rice. Dr. Anni's mother grows four different kinds 
of rice, which was another reason she developed her 
passion for it.

Although there are currently many Facebook groups 
that promote seed saving, at this stage it is still 
difficult for us to identify whether their seeds are 
local, heirloom, hybrid or GMO. Dr. Anni listed 
out the objectives of the Community Seeds Reserve 
Initiative as follows:

1. To enhance visibility and formal recognition 
of farmers' seed system.

2. To increase awareness of the existence of 
legislation, treaties or trade agreements that 
threaten the rights to seeds and ownership of 
seeds.

3. To encourage the spirit and practices of 
saving, processing, sharing and exchanging 
seeds between farmers and gardening 
enthusiasts.

4. To collectively and collaboratively care for 
and conserve agrobiodiversity, especially 
heritage or local seeds.

dr. anni Mitin
vice President

Malaysian agroecology Society (SriMas)
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5. To stimulate solidarity in strengthening 
farmers’ rights: ensure access to seeds 
or propagating material. Maintain joint 
ownership of heirloom seeds or local 
seeds so that they are not exploited by 
irresponsible parties with private interests 
to control and manipulate the terms of 
ownership and use. (Plant Breeders' Rights)

"Seeds are our heritage. Seed conservation cannot 
be done alone. It has to be shared with everybody 
and we have to collaborate on this."

"Through the Comprehensive & Progressive 
Agreement on Transpacific Partnership (CPTPP), the 
introduction of the Seed Quality Bill, and proposed 
amendments to the New Plant Variety Protection 
Act 2004 and the Biosafety Act 2007, farmers are 
subjected to a legislative threat in Malaysia."

We need to make sure that farmers and consumers in 
general understand how this would impact their food 
security and sovereignty. The first important step in 
this is to understand where our seeds come from. 
Jotting down the seeds and tracing them are all vital 
steps in protecting the seeds' sovereignty. Dr. Anni 
said that as the Biosafety Act will also include social 
aspects, a lot of cultural dimensions will be taken 
into account, which is promising.

Their website, https://www.benihkomuniti.com/, 
shares the farmer's story, details their seed-saving 
efforts and invites other seed savers to join them. 
They are not currently disclosing the seed savers.
Those interested in learning more about seeds and 
obtaining the seeds will be connected with the seed 
savers. The initiative collaborates with the Malaysian 
Food Sovereignty Forum, CAP, Sahabat Alam 
Malaysia (SAM), Third World Network (TWN), 
Sri Mas, Min House Camp, Gabungan Darurat Ikim 
Malaysia, PeSAWAH, Idris Association and Grass 
Malaysia. These organisations contribute in the 
form of technical, financial and human resources. 
Dr. Anni invited other members of civil society and 

the Seeds Festival participants to be part of this. 
She believes that the more people join forces in this 
effort, the greater the impact.

Community Seeds Reserve Initiative - the 
initiative to save seeds took form upon 

realising the urgent need for the community 
seed reserve to be strengthened.
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Ahmad Kamal, a natural farming enthusiast shared 
accounts of his journey through several regions of 
Indonesia, both to gain and impart agroecological 
knowledge.

"This program that talks about seed is very important 
to me. Indonesia occupies vast swathes of land 
Southeast Asia and is largely involved in farming. 
During my travels in Indonesia, I came across a 
married couple who run a religious school and 
fully incorporate farming into their daily religious 
teachings. My involvement in this came after 
the funders pointed out to me that I should not 
neglect Indonesia in my farming endeavours since 
Indonesia has a large population. I was involved in 
humanitarian services in Acheh to help those whose 
lives were devastated by the tsunami and also those 
affected by the East Timor-Timor conflict, as a result 
of which many farmers were in need of succour. 
Since Malaysia has a good network, I tried to link 
them with the Malaysian farming fraternity and 
authorities. At that time I had already established 
links with CAP, SAM  and TWN and organisations 
like Seed Savers, Annadana from Bengaluru, and 
successful large scale organic farmer Gopalakrishnan 
from Trichy, India."

"I could still remember that during my visit to 
Gopalakrishnan’s farm, I was spellbound by the 
diversity and grandeur of his organic farm. His 
turmeric plant was as tall as I am, and the fertility 
of his soil is exceptional. Unlike our vermicompost, 
which is done in a wooden box, his vermicompost 
site was a gigantic square of 50 feet in length and 
3 feet in width, and there were hundreds of them 
on his farm. If we want to promote organic farming 
on a large scale, that is the size that is needed. The 
religious school I visited, and had experiences with 
when in Indonesia is called Pondok Ekologi (Ecology 

Hut), and going through their syllabus, I realised they 
teach from A to Z of all the agroecological know-
hows of producing healthy food. The husband and 
wife team have run the school since 2008, and they 
subscribe to the idea that healthy and sustainable 
food should be produced by small family farms. 
They use their own seeds for planting. There is one 
religious school in Bandung that produces 5 tonnes 
of vegetables a day. However, I must admit their 
seed-saving endeavours are not on par or are still in 
a fledgling state when compared with organisations 
like Annadana. Their marketing is also still largely 
linked to the capitalist food system."

"As their agroecological ideas are similar to what 
we are propagating here, in the future I am planning 
to organise a study trip to India with these religious 

ahmad Kamal bin Mohd ali
 natural Farming enthusiast, Shah alam, Selangor
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students to broaden their knowledge and further 
expand and strengthen their activities."

Kamal’s very background was on plantations using 
agrochemicals. "But since joining CAP, I have been 
"spoiled’ " he quipped. He said former CAP president 
S. M. Mohamed Idris had always encouraged him to 
be more forceful. "Next year (2023), I am planning to 
establish a link to this ecological school. The school 
has its own seed collection program, but it needs to 
be more systematic. When it comes to agriculture, 
they are into the notion that they can grow anything. 
So there is a need to sort things out.”

"When we were distributing noodles in the tsunami-
affected area, the guy there said, "Kamal, we 
have had enough of those instant noodles. We are 
in trauma and in need of fresh vegetables. Only 
situations like this make you realise the real needs of 
the human race and the significance of sustainability. 
This conference had given me ideas on how to 
move forward with establishing seed sovereignty 
and producing good food. Post-COVID 19, what 
we need is not the sprouting of new pharmacies 
but natural remedies that can be garnered through 
seed saving and agroecological practices. With self-
sustainability, it is also expected that the projection 
of violence toward outsiders could be abated."

"I have my own farm and work with community 
developers like the Malaysian Institute of Sustainable 
Agriculture (MISA). I also work with the indigenous 
community in the Cameron Highlands. By pointing 
out the richness of their farming tradition, I now 
realise that I should have encouraged them not to 
abandon their hill paddy because I learned that now 
they have started to buy paddy, vegetables and herbs 
from markets while their own traditional vegetables 
and herbal plants are abundant. I had also helped 
in the germination and propagation of avocado and 
soursop (Durian belanda) on their farming lands.  

"The use of fish amino acids (FAA) and microbes 
from bamboo produces good compost, which really 
helps in the germination of plants and the overall 
proliferation of their farm. Later, they could sell 
their produce at the Cameron Highlands for some 
additional income."  

Kamal concluded the session by saying that he is 
all set to spread the significance of seed sovereignty 
and agroecology in Indonesia, and this will be 
implemented through these religious schools 
because their very syllabus carries agroecology as a 
very important trait to instill religious values. Above 
all, he said, the Quran emphasises the production of 
food for the survival of mankind.
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Jok Jau Evong, based in Marudi, Sarawak, is working 
on propagating organic farming and protecting 
forests in Sarawak. He shares his activities with  
participants in the conference. 

"We, in the SAM Sarawak office use our workshops 
and training programs as platforms to promote 
sustainability. In most of our programs, the majority 
of the participants are women. We teach them 
organic farming techniques, mainly methods of 
producing organic fertiliser. The trainings involve 
indigenous communities. Our office is in Marudi. 
At the moment, SAM is assisting more than ten 
communities in the Baram region. They are quite 
happy and have already organised themselves to 

keep participating in sustainable initiatives. 
Together with other vegetables, we also 
plant petai, which is quite in demand in 
Sarawak, including among the Chinese. 
This way, we get a bit of income to 
conduct our programs and reach out to the 
communities. Each of our trainings has 30-
40 participants and in every workshop, we 
discuss the relevance of agroecology. These 
meetings are vital to provide them with a 
better understanding of what agroecology 
is all about because many people are still 
poorly informed about agroecology and 
healthy lifestyles. So we keep explaining it 
to them. We also continuously monitor 30 
farmers who have successfully transitioned 
to organic farming. We guide them into 
applying their natural fertiliser the correct 
way, as the wrong dose will affect the 
plant's growth." 

"Currently, we have 300 members in our 
residents association. In Sungai Keluan, 
we could harvest up to 500 kg of terung 
asam from 2 hectares of farmland. As the 

Jok Jau evong
SAM Sarawak Office Coordinator 

demand is high for terung asam, it greatly helps in 
increasing the farmers’ income. The demand for 
ensabi is also very high. The advantage of ensabi 
is that the vegetable don’t require much fertiliser. 
Equally, kucai is also very easy to plant and sell-
able as long as one knows how to maintain the soil. 
Similarly, chilli and serai are in high demand. Other 
things, like palms and shoots, are freely available. 
Anyone in need of these can go and collect them. 
Reforestation and agroforestry are very much 
interconnected with agroecology. We need to 
restore our depleted resources. Most of our forests 
have been destroyed. Many of the high-quality trees 
had already been logged by the timber companies, 
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and some varieties of timber are on the verge of 
extinction as well. So, we have started our own local 
forest tree nursery in Kampung Lubok Nibong, 
Marudi, where saplings of the precious trees are 
grown. Different types of trees are also vital for 
the survival of different species of wild animals. 
When our forests are destroyed, somehow that will 
jeopardise our own sustainability. The animals that 
were deprived of food in the forest, foraged for 
food on our farmland, destroying our plants and 
vegetables. So, we decided to go foraging for these 
varieties of seeds and shoots in the forest and grow 
them in our nursery, although it is time-consuming. 
Forests also contain a wealth of medicinal plants. 

The community collects the saplings from our 
nursery and plants them back in their communal 
forest. We also distribute the saplings to those who 
are interested. The officials from SAM oversee 
our reforestation projects. We conducted a forest 
inventory for the community in Sungai Keluan in 
2020, where those forest areas are naturally off 
limits to logging companies, thus preventing them 
from cutting the timber and destroying our forest. 
We assessed and recorded all the important trees and 
resources within the communal forest reserve." Jok 
Jau proudly announced that his community, through 
its Persatuan Penduduk Kampong Uma Bawang has 
so far preserved 800 hectares of forest land through 
their efforts.

Consumers' Association of Penang shared its own seed collection with the seed festival participants.
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PACOS Trust is a community-based organisation 
dedicated to supporting indigenous communities in 
Sabah. Anjelen from the PACOS Trust spoke about 
indigenous people's (IP) healthy agroecological 
and conservation practices in the state of Sabah on 
Borneo Island, Malaysia.

The main IP group in Sabah is divided into three 
large groups, namely Kadazan-Dusun, Bajau and 
Murut.  From the total population of Sabah, 61% 
are IP and out of this, 70% of indigenous people 
live in rural areas. They are mostly farmers, hunters 
and gatherers. The contribution of local farmers 
in the development of seeds is crucial to ensuring 
our indigenous seeds and traditional knowledge 
are passed down to the next generation. While the 
government encourages public research to increase 
our agricultural productivity, they tend to focus 
on certain types of commercial crops, which may 
threaten the diversity of our local food crops as well 
as our knowledge system related to the crop. The 
use of modern rice in planting has made farmers 
abandon traditional types of rice. Modern rice 

farming requires different techniques and eventually 
farmers abandoned their traditional way of planting, 
which is actually more environmentally friendly.

Anjelen said Sabah has a very high diversity of food 
crops. Almost 1,000 varieties of traditional rice are 
now preserved by the agriculture research centre in 
Tuaran district. Local varieties of vegetables and 
spices are also numerous. Some varieties of tapioca 
and corn can only be found in Sabah. "We have a 
forest, which is the source of our biodiversity for 
medicine and food and it is our sacred abode as well. 
Our agricultural land is our base for food security 
and sovereignty. Our river is an important source 
of water and protein. This is how IP functions. We 
have our own stories and cultures that bind us to 
our food traditions. Wild food plays an important 
role in a community’s diet, especially in the villages 
and our women usually have a say on what goes 
to the table. Our women play a significant role in 
food innovation as a way of upgrading the socio-
economy. Most food is preserved or pickled to 
maintain its longevity."

"Most of our food crops are grown together with 
other crops. White melon, cucumber and spinach are 
grown together with rice. We plant seeds that suit 
our land and could produce long fruit stalks, strong 
stems and a high yield. For paddy, the selection 
of seeds is carried out during the harvesting. It is 
chosen from healthy, bushy stalks with high yield 
potential. All these tasks are usually performed by 
women and our women are the seed guardians."

"We also conduct programmes for youth to teach 
them methods of selecting seeds for future planting. 
The youth are asked to choose the seed of their 
choice and discussions are held on the variety of 
products that could be manufactured by propagating 

anjelen daransun
PaCoS trust, Sabah
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the seeds. For example, the markisa (passion fruit) 
seeds will turn into fruit and can be used to make 
drinks, jam, soap and so forth. So it sort of gave them 
an idea of the importance of saving the seeds and 
creating a market from there on. Such discussions 
help the community appreciate their seeds and the 
brainstorming sessions lead to new ideas."

"We respect all living and non-living things. Every 
object has a spirit (known as a Moinart or guardian). 
We have our own traditional system, which is a guide 
for us to protect our seeds. We must also respect 
the other living spirits. The concept of Gampiguna 
(use and care) is very important in protecting our 
sources, such as seeds and wild plants. So, when 
we go to collect wild plants and fruits in the forest, 
we don’t collect them all but leave some for seed 
germination. It grows and fruits again and in the 
end, it comes back to us again."

Anjelen said they face many challenges to retain the 
tradition of our seeds, wild foods, biodiversity and 
livelihoods. "Many of our resources have vanished 
as a result of deforestation for planting cash crops 
such as rubber, oil palm plantations and other 
commercial plants that destroy habitats and our wild 
food supply. We are currently attempting to restore 
them. Our communities were forced to relocate 
or resettle as a result of a highway megaproject 
development. They abandoned their farming 
practices and looked for other jobs in towns. This 
further led to the loss of traditional seeds. As a 
result of this, the youth's knowledge of traditional 
foods and their taste buds have changed. They are 
not able to recognise the plants or have forgotten 
the preparation methods of their traditional food, 
which further alienates them from their own food 
tradition. They had evolved from a community that 
foraged for food to consumers who chose food from 
supermarket shelves."

In addition, new laws prohibiting communities from 
entering forest reserves dampen the age-old practice 

of gathering wild food. We were deprived of our 
right and prerogative to access forest food. Most of 
our paddy fields are lost due to deforestation and 
development projects. In the process, we lost many 
varieties of paddy, which were actually very tasty."

"Through our projects, we create a future for 
women and youth through sustaining IP seeds and 
wild foods. For example, in Persiangan, one year 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, a farmer wanted 
to grow paddy but did not have the seeds. Luckily, 
he borrowed the seeds from his neighbour. When he 
started harvesting, the pandemic set in. He was able 
to survive better than others during the pandemic. 
He has been growing paddy since then. The impact 
of the pandemic taught many people about the 
importance of farming.

"The community products are gathered at the 
PACOS Centre, and through online marketing, 
we promote our harvest to consumers. We try to 
create new products to add value to our harvest. 
For example, many do not like to eat tuhal. So, we 
created chilli powder from it. This way, we create 
demand for our indigenous varieties and prevent 
them from becoming extinct. We create new dishes 
and products from our own plants and wild foods, 
and promote our products through social media."

"We always create awareness about preserving 
indigenous seeds and the uses of wild food in our food 
consumption, document all the new enterprises, and 
promote them among youth and children. Farmers 
from different villages gather and share their seeds."

"From September 7–14, 2022, my village hosted a 
seed exchange programme with the Dalat Vietnam 
Community which was coordinated by Anni Mitin 
of the Malaysian Agroecology Society (SRIMas).
These are some of our programmes to ensure our 
seeds do not go extinct and are shared among the 
indigenous communities." Anjelen ended her session 
by encouraging everyone to cultivate their own food.
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Sara Ayuni Hamdan, a mother of four, 
home gardener and founder of Taman 
Sara, shared her experiences in setting up 
a home garden and the current trend in 
eating patterns among Malaysians. 

"After graduation, I worked at CAP. One 
day, CAP’s president, Mr S.M. Mohamed 
Idris called me to his office and gave me 
a long lecture after he came to know that 
I ate at the nearby McDonald's and KFC. 
After a month of working at CAP, KFC 
opened a new outlet near the office. So I 
thought it was fortunate that KFC opened 
an outlet nearby because I adore KFC. 
However, after the disapproval from Mr. 
Idris and the right advice, I started to think 
and realised that what we consume either 
consumes us or builds us.

"The reason I started Taman Sara is to 
provide healthy food for my family and 
also because I want to spread the awareness 

makes planting and maintaining a garden easy. 
When I wash rice before cooking, I immediately 
pour the rice-washed water on the plants. Every day, 
I cook for my children and we eat together. Most of 
the greens I cook are from my own garden. I only 
have 3 cucumber plants, but I could harvest three 
to five cucumbers per week. Since I have many of 
them, I started to think about how I could preserve 
the cucumbers. I started searching online and found 
the recipe for cucumber kimchi and cucumber 
pickles. Many of my friends love K-drama and 
have started liking Korean lifestyles. They shop 
for Korean-style t-shirt and home decorations. Due 
to this, I thought if I started showing them that I 
can make my own kimchi, they might think that 
if Sara can make her own kimchi, they too can. 

Sara ayuni Hamdan
Home Gardener

that you can grow anything, however small the 
land you have. There are a variety of things that 
you can do at home. Out there, many social media 
influencers create the notion that you have to own 
more for a successful life. You have to reach a 
certain standard of living to own a shelter, food and 
clothes that make you happy. Therefore, I thought I 
should share my simple life and my daily routines, 
which still made my family and me happy. I wanted 
to raise awareness that it is okay to wear second-
hand clothes, eat home-cooked meals and be content 
without having many possessions. Owning less, but 
having an abundance of what nature gives you, is 
what really makes you happy."

Sara shared all her activities with her Taman Sara. 
"Taman Sara is a small plot next to my house that 
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Sara also shared her accounts of the healthy version 
of Malaysian doughnut, which is made of sweet 
potato. "Recently, in Malaysia, there was one viral 
food called doughnut red velvet. I was curious why 
they wanted to eat a red doughnut when they could 
eat a plain doughnut, since the taste was the same. 
When I searched for the recipe, I found out they 
add the red colour to the doughnut and sell it as a 
'red coloured doughnut' which actually impacts our 
health. A plain-coloured doughnut is sold for RM4.00 
for 8 pieces. But the red-coloured doughnut is sold 
for RM2.00 per piece. I realised how consumers are 
manipulated into buying unhealthy versions of the 
same doughnut for a higher price. During my trip 
to Cameron Highlands, I bought orange and purple 
sweet potatoes, and when I reached home, I started 
making my own orange and purple kuih keria, 

which actually looks like a doughnut but with more 
food value. It is cheaper and healthier. I also share 
food that I grow. I gave my neighbour my extra 
cucumbers, and she gave me her corn in exchange. 
We don't need money to exchange food. I use and 
share the harvest of the day."

"After I established an online connection, people 
have started recognising what I do. I was invited 
by a nearby kindergarten to curate a farm-to-plate 
program, which was conducted at Kebun Hasanah. I 
am the resource person and facilitator, working with 
the teachers to guide the children. We cook with the 
children. We introduce seeds to kids, plant them, 
and show them how seeds germinate. I also try to 
include art in the programme because I believe art 
helps the children appreciate and love what they are 
doing.

Vanita from the MySkills Foundation shares her seed collection with home gardener Sara Ayuni Hamdan.
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Khoo Hooi lay
Community Garden, tanjung Bungah, Penang

Khoo Hooi Lay, a community gardener from 
Tanjung Bungah, said her love of gardening brought 
her to the seed festival and conference. "I love to eat 
and always make sure I cook good food. Whenever 
I don’t have fresh ingredients, the food I cook won't 
taste as good as it is expected to. Therefore, I started 
planting my own herbs. I used to live overseas. When 
I want to cook western foods, I do not have the right 
herbs, which makes the dishes I cook not taste right. 
I started growing western herbs like rosemary, thyme 
and oregano. This was followed by the planting of 
local herbs and vegetables because I learned from my 
daily experience that fresh food is always the best.  
 

We  cook whatever  is in our fridge. Likewise, when we 
have a garden, we pluck what is ready and create our 
own recipe. So, there is an opportunity to be creative. 
During the pandemic, many were trapped at 
home. They couldn’t go out to enjoy their food. 
That is why we started the community farm. This 
community farm at Tanjung Bungah is 2 years 
old. When they invited me, I happily chipped in. 

"People order too much 
food and, at times, waste it. 
Waste culture is becoming 
part of our lives. That 
demonstrates that our 
community is ignorant 
of how difficult it is to 
cultivate food."

"Through our community 
garden, we share know-
ledge on how to plant. The 
learning process made us 
realised how much energy 
and time  it  takes  to grow 
food."

  
 
Many of my friends who live in condominiums still 
lament that they cannot plant. One day, I noticed my 
neighbour throwing away a wire mesh. I took the 
wire mesh and designed it by hanging repurposed 
milk bottles in which we planted vegetables that 
do not take up space such as  kailan, pak choy, 
etc. I planted all my western herbs in those bottles 
as well.  My neighbour once threw away a single 
bed frame. So I took it as well to hang my plants. 
We do rainwater harvesting. Although we 
have a river nearby, we don’t use river water 
because we are uncertain whether it is toxin-
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free. So, it's crucial to protect our river so that 
it can be used to do a lot of productive things." 
 
"At our community garden, the caretakers own 
different plots. Some caretakers planted everything 
on their plot with the hope that the fittest would 
grow and reign. At the end, several things in 
the plot grow really well. That is how we learn. 
Our experience shows that crop rotation plus 
companion planting also produces a lot of food." 
 
"We are living in a multiracial country. Through 
planting, I learned about foods that my Indian friend 

loves to eat. I discovered what my friends of other 
races enjoy eating. From there, we share each other’s 
cultural traits in terms of food and health."

"Community gardens are very important because 
they create an harmonious way of living and 
prospering together. We save our seeds as well 
and share them among the community members." 
 
"After we started planting, we knew how difficult 
it was to grow your own food. After this precious 
experience, we respect and treasure our farmers and are 
more willing to pay for the food we buy at the market." 
 
 

Seed festival participants at the Tanjung Bungah community garden 
developed by Khoo Hooi Lay and other community garden members.
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Therefore, we enrich the soil with our 
own fertiliser. We collect the cut grass 
from the field and gather it at one spot 
to make compost, and all these are done 
by students. Ours is ex-mining land and 
it is very sandy. We add a lot of organic 
compost to make the soil fertile. We 
also pack fertilizer, and we teach the 
students every step of the process."

"At the moment, we only have one 
general worker who helps us with all 
farming-related chores. Most of the 
farming work is carried out by the 
students. On our campus, we have to 
supply 60 kg of vegetables per day to 
feed the students. We serve the students 
two types of vegetables per meal. The 
cost of buying vegetables from outside 
is reduced by 70% by growing our own. 

vanita Kalimuthu
agriculture trainer, MySkills Foundation

Vanita is an agriculture trainer for 
the students at MySkills Foundation 
in Kalumpang, Selangor. She said 
their organic farming endeavours are 
still in a fledgling state and they keep 
learning from various organisations 
and experts. Students from the 
MySkills Foundation come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  They are 
either impoverished, have disciplinary 
issues, are mentally unstable, or have 
a history of substance abuse, among 
other things. When they are ignored by 
society, we give them a second chance 
to learn skills. The objective of the 
foundation is to educate and build the 
capacity of at-risk youth. Among them 
are multicrop organic farming, waste 
management, natural composting 
techniques and relevant vocational 
skills. Their specific objectives are 
sustainable food consumption (farm to plate), improving 
soil health with organic composting and pilot projects for 
sustainable income and enterprise.  They also collaborate 
with nearby schools and provide a platform for youth to 
share their experiences.

"We started our operation in 2010 on a shop lot and at the 
moment, we have our own campus on 34 acres of land in 
Kalumpang, Selangor. From this, twelve acres of the land 
were allocated to practise organic farming. Together with 
other plants and vegetables, we have also planted around 
3500 moringa trees as our social enterprise products. 
Currently, we produce health supplements from moringa 
and turmeric.  Students from the foundation learn and 
implement all of the work.  Through farming, we have 
been able to transform the youth into better human beings. 
We realise that we cannot depend on the government or a 
corporate company to run the foundation. "

"When we apply the chemical fertiliser to the plant, it 
still gives a yield, but in the process it spoils the soil. 

Organic produce from the market is quite expensive. We 
are proud to provide healthy food for our children. We 
also run workshops for nearby schools to further share 
our knowledge and experience in organic farming.

“Students develop their organic farming skills on a daily 
basis. A group of students from the MySkills Foundation 
created their own lawn mower that is connected to a 
motorbike. Previously, it took two weeks to cut the grass 
in our field. But with this modified lawn mower, we 
could cut the grass within 2 hours. In the end, we also 
realised that it reduces pollution.

“We would like to learn more about seed saving, planting 
and further diversifying our activities into various 
aspects of planting. At the moment, we give priority to 
plants and vegetables favoured by the Indian community 
as a way of catering to the needs of Indian students. The 
seed-sharing session of this festival was very helpful in 
the sense that we could now plant more vegetables in our 
campus garden, thereby increasing the diversity. In the 
future, we could save the seeds for replanting."
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Chee Yoke Ling said it is our responsibility to help 
the farmers and those involved in farming create 
awareness about seed security and sovereignty. 
Seeds are the property of all farmers in the country 
and not to be possessed by companies.

Mr. Nurfitri Amir 
Bin Muhammad

Coordinator of the Malaysian 
Food Sovereignty Forum (FKMM)

Panel diSCuSSion on 
MalaYSia’S Seed SYSteM
Moderator: Chee Yoke ling

executive director of third World network

PaneliStS:
• ariff Merican bin din Merican, deputy director, Seed, Planting Material 

and livestock Production Programme, technology Commercialization and 
Business Centre of the Malaysian agricultural research and development 
instititute (Mardi)

• Nurfitri Amir Bin Muhammad, Coordinator of the Malaysian Food Sovereignty 
Forum (FKMM)

• Yahqappu adaikalam, an experienced farmer from Batu arang, Selangor

Bernas' monopoly and its impact on the ecosystem 
made me realise that the problem is much deeper 
and extends all the way to food sovereignty. The 
availability of food is about more than just whether 
it gets to our plates; it is also about our rights 
and the welfare of farmers. By focusing on food 
security in production, we are actually focusing on 
the consumers. Consumers want cheap food. Food 
security alone will not solve the problem of poverty 
and oppression in the system. My research on 
Bernas focused on the rice mill. Subsequently over 

Fitri Amir explained about the  farmers' 
seed system. "The seed system 
for farmers is informal. The seed 
system is all the activities involved 
in producing and maintaining the 
seed varieties. I studied the paddy 
industry in Malaysia by analysing 
what Bernas (Malaysian rice 
company that oversees the growth 
of Malaysia’s rice industry) does. 
That helped me understand the 
impact of the monopoly of the rice 
industry in Malaysia. My research on 

the years, the number of 
rice mills shrank, leaving 
farmers with few options 
for selling their harvest. At 
one place, there was only 
one mill. Therefore, the 
farmer had no choice but to 
accept whatever price fixed 
by the mill owner, which 
means the farmers lose 
their bargaining power. If 
the harvest is abundant, 
then the price is really low. 
The wholesaler is the one 
who profits. I met with 
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the farmers to understand their plight. Most of my 
engagements are with conventional farmers. They 
have to follow farming methods as prescribed by 
the companies that sell them the seeds. At that time, 
there was a system called the "clear field" system. It 
is a new way to plant rice to get rid of weeds. During 
the harvesting season, farmers face empty kernels 
on their rice panicles (padi angin). To resolve this, a 
new system was introduced where an herbicide was 
sprayed, which killed everything else except the 
paddy. I realised this new system is making farmers 
poor because the cost of the chemicals has increased 
two or threefold. The previous pesticide cost, which 
was RM30.00, went up to RM100.00. The farmers 
are trapped in the system. Even though it saved the 
farmers’ yield and gave the impression that their 
problem was settled, in the long run the paddy weed 
became stronger as a result of the use of herbicide, 
and after a time period of roughly 5 years it became 

uncontrollable. What follows is the need for stronger 
toxic chemicals to get rid of the weeds. Farmers have 
been practising what is advertised and promoted to 
them without realising they have become victims of 
the system that manipulates them. I, together with 
farmer friends, encouraged them to speak out about 
seed quality, marketing and a variety of other issues 
that affect farmers’ livelihoods."

"The National Farmers’ Association, which is 
supposed to take care of the welfare of farmers, is a  
mere government machinery that is not functioning. 
Their real intention is to control the farmers and this 
was implemented through the subsidy system. While 
the subsidies are essential for farmers as long as the 
price is controlled, they are actually not the level 
playing field for farmers as they seem to be. Using the 
subsidy system to control farmers is unacceptable. 
To be eligible for the subsidy, the farmers need to 

Panelists (from left to right): Chee Yoke Ling, Ariff Merican bin Din Merican, 
Nurfitri Amir Bin Muhammad and Yahqappu Adaikkalam.
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use certain types of seeds recommended by the 
government. This is unethical. The farmers should 
be given full freedom to choose whatever type of 
seed they want to use. Farmers who process their 
own seeds are legally charged, which is actually a 
form of oppression for the farmers. Seeing the plight 
of the farmers, we plunged into action to empower 
them. I created awareness of their rights in all aspects 
of planting and marketing their produce. At some 
places, even the schedule for the irrigation was not 
decided by farmers but by those who controlled the 
dam and sometimes this schedule did not fall in the 
right season. These are all the impediments faced 
by farmers that resulted in the low yield. Farmers 
are stereotyped as lazy and uneducated, but the truth 
is that even if they are knowledgeable, they are 
denied the right to implement what is best for their 
farmland."

"What seeds are used in the field is decided by the 
company that controls the seeds and the market. 
The paddy farmers have only two or three options 
when choosing seeds. We encourage farmers to 
keep processing their own seeds. The authorities 
are giving the reason that farmers are not good at 
processing their own seeds, which leads to plant 
disease. Fitri Amir concluded that these are the 
consequences of the monoculture system."

Chee Yoke Ling said the idea of monoculture 
originated in the West. The west does not have 
small farmers anymore. They don’t understand our 
farming tradition and try to impose their method 
without knowing our reality here. This is the biggest 
problem. After independence, the idea of agricultural 
development generally came from the World Bank. 
We had a diversified farming system, forest land and 
watering system. Without soil, there is no life. The 
mechanical approach to agriculture in the rice sector 
is saddening.

Before introducing Mr. Arif Merican, Chee Yoke 
Ling said we had experience working very closely 
with MARDI. MARDI used to have a division 

for organic farming. But that is the division that 
gets the least funding. Most of the budget goes to 
biotechnology, GMOs and new research. A future 
collaboration with MARDI may help instil proper 
agroecological traits into our farming system."

ariff Merican 
bin din Merican

deputy director, Seed, Planting 
Material and livestock 
Production Programme, 

technology Commercialisation 
and Business Centre of 

Malaysian agricultural research 
and development institute 

(Mardi)

"MARDI's priority is research and development. I 
am responsible for the seeds work. Our seed control 
system cannot be sidelined. We blend with a variety 
of traditional varieties to get a new variety of seeds, 
and we sell our seeds to the companies. Those farmers 
who buy seed from the companies that we sell are 
eligible for a subsidy on the seeds. Our intention is 
still sincere, namely to ensure trouble-free farming. 
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In Malaysia, or in any other country, for that matter, 
invisible hands control the market. The sellers at the 
farmers market (pasar tani) continue to prefer direct 
harvests from farmers.

"One problem that I notice in Malaysia is the lack 
of continuity in the area of research. For instance, 
Indonesia did not stop its research on corn despite 
the claim that the climate is not suitable for the crop. 
Malaysians, on the other hand, stopped their research, 
citing that importing corn is cheaper than growing 
it in the country. Only with the onset of COVID, 
climate change and the war in Ukraine, did we feel 
the pang and the significance of our own cultivation. 
India has ceased rice exports to our country. We are 
capable of self-sufficiency but still import, citing 
that it is cheaper. At the very least, we need to figure 
out how to increase the production of our own staple 
foods. Consumer power is of the utmost importance. 
But in Malaysia, our grasp and exercise of consumer 
power are far lower compared to other developed 
countries. They will sue manufacturers or companies 
for even the slightest violation of consumer rights, 
whereas in Malaysia, we discard faulty products and 
replace them with new ones. We are not rich either, 
but it’s our mindset."

At the moment, MARDI is also interested in going 
more organic in its approach. We are into identifying 
beneficial microbes. For example, Kelantan farmer 
Cheah Sin Chor mentioned the diseases of his 
banana plants. In MARDI, we have already found 
the solution. All you have to do is strengthen the 
plants. We identify the banana tree that withstood 
the attack of the virus. We check the soil beneath 
that particular banana tree, collect the beneficial 
microbes and cultivate the microbes back."

Ariff Merican said he would share the name of the 
researcher who has done research in East Malaysia 
and rectified the problem. I agree that organic should 
be the way to farm. Importing forever is not feasible 
in the long run. The government should help farmers 
more instead of helping the conglomerates.

Yahqappu adaikkalam, 
Farmer, Batu arang, Selangor

 Yahqappu Adaikkalam, an experienced farmer from 
Batu Arang, Selangor, shared his agroecological 
enterprises. "First of all, I must admit that I still 
struggle with the seeds and am still learning the 
art of saving seeds. I would say that seed saving 
involves a lot of intelligence. It is sad that the 
common man thinks that farmers are not intelligent. 
Seeds are nature's intelligence encapsulated in its 
minutest form. History, environment, survival, 

cosmic forces - everything is recorded and saved 
within the seed. Technology and science boast that 
they can outperform nature. We still eat the ulam we 
forage from the forest. You don't have to plant them; 
they'll grow on their own. Nature will provide food 
wherever there is a human presence. But farming 
is a totally different thing. In farming, you need 
seeds that relate to you and you alone. You have 
domesticated cows and cows that live in the forest. 
The cows in the forest will not listen to you. You 
cannot tame them. Some highly spiritually sensitive 
people would have done so over time.
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"I want to be self-sufficient and do not like to rely 
on anybody. That is why I started farming. When I 
went to India, I travelled around and was able to get 
a variety of traditional seeds. I planted them. All was 
well when I planted for the first time. However, the 
plant struggled to grow from the seeds saved from 
the first planting."

"For the third cycle, there was no growth at all. The 
similar things happen to corn. When  planted for 
the first time, the corn was big and healthy, but the 
second time it became disfigured, and for the third 
planting, nothing appeared. Actually, it is a process 
where the seeds try to acclimatise to our climate. 
Instead of seeds that are adapting and yielding 
results, we face seeds that are going downhill, which 
are the challenges we encounter in seed saving.  "

"When the farmer moves around the farm, the farm 
and the soil recognise him. That soil will produce 
vegetation that is different from that of the forest. 
Forests work on a different principle altogether. 
Farmers' presence, intelligence and spirituality are of 
paramount importance. Farmers are not employees 
of a company that keeps producing things. Farmers, 
while producing, are also spiritually gaining. There 
is an urge in me to work with the plant and bring 
about the positive vibration that can convince the 
plant to give me the seeds that keep giving results 
and flourishing."

"Farming is a very important entity for human 
evolution. We should not let go of the ancient 
wisdom of farming, which has always been closely 
connected to spirituality. We need to delve deeper 
into understanding the relationship between us and 
nature. Without that, I think that we are doomed."

Moderator Chee Yoke Ling said Yahqappu’s 
perspective on seeds is very deep and philosophical. 
Fitri Amir said when the government formulates 
policy on farming and agroecology, it does so on 

the assumption that farmers do not have scientific 
knowledge on farming. But the seed varieties they've 
been collecting for years are the result of scientific 
experimentation. It's just that they didn't do it in the 
lab. The farmlands are their open lab. Chee Yoke 
Ling added that the farmer's seed system is not a 
unified system. People think that traditional is old 
fashioned and not scientific.

Pointing to the failure in the germination of corn 
seeds, Ariff Merican said there has to be the right 
level of dryness for the seed to produce a result. 
Producing seeds is different from producing 
vegetables. Technical knowledge on this aspect is 
still very much needed. Ariff asked those interested 
to write to MARDI to learn about seed processing. 
MARDI's expertise will be an invaluable resource. 
He expressed hope that with the right knowledge, 
passion and perseverance, seeds could become more 
successful in the future. We have the expertise to 
teach.  

Chee Yoke Ling added that there is no research 
without farmers. Farming is so complicated, 
complex, sophisticated and knowledge-intensive. 
Mr. Idris, the former CAP President, always 
emphasised the importance of soil microbes.

Fitri Amir said they did not initiate a seed bank in 
their Community Seed Reserve Initiative, because 
it required a complete infrastructure and they were 
uncertain how long they could keep the seeds to 
sustain their germinating power. It involves a lot of 
responsibility. Hence, they are now in the process 
of searching for seed guardians. Anyone who 
processes, saves and shares can register themselves 
in the Community Seed Reserve Initiative. Anyone 
searching for certain types of seeds or would like 
to contribute certain varieties of seeds, can easily 
connect with those cultivating those plant or vegetable 
seeds. With this initiative, it is hoped that one day 
our traditional seed system will become a formal one 
and overtake the commercial seed system.
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Farm visit
Towards the end of the session, participants visited several natural farms in Penang. The farms they visited are 
as follows: 

a) Comfort Organic Farm at Balik Pulau, Penang 
b) Saanen Dairy Goat Farm 
c) Chuah Sock Kim’s Eco Farm at Machang Bubok, Penang and 
d) Chuah Jiunn Harng “Hillside Organics”. 
e) Community garden at Sungai Kelian, Tanjung Bungah. 

Seed Festival & Conference participants at the Comfort Organic Farm at  Balik Pulau, Penang.
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ConCluSion

The seeds festival and conference, with 
the convening of various experts in diverse 
agroecological fields, provided an opportunity to 
delve deeper into the issues and problems of seed 
security and sovereignty. The conference was a 
success in terms of identifying the underlying 
cause of the seeds problem and further to employ 
the right steps to address it.  The participants 
agreed that cooperation, collaboration and 
concerted move in the right direction are much 
needed to bring back food security and the 
sovereignty of Malaysians.  


