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A study into the feasibility of establishing a local 
vegetable seed supply enterprise in Solomon Islands 

Suzanne Neave 

ABSTRACT 

This paper examims the factors contributing to the development 'If a robust local seed suPPlY ~s1em in Solomon Islands 
in the absence 'If conventWrud inftastructure and an enabling regulatory environment It is based on a case stu,y 'If an 
agricultural input supplier based in Honiara wlw contracted with a localfarmer to grow eggplant and tomato prinuuily 
for seed productUm. An economic analysis to Ikterenine whether such an enterprise would be economicallY vWhle.for 
both parti£s and a discussion 'If the practical constraints and opportunitics in the currenJ agribusiness environment are 
presented. The economic analYsis indicated there are potentio.ljinoncial ineentivesfor a retailer to contract with afarmer 
to SUPPlY seedfor the local market Based on the data collected during the stu,y, the cost 'lfproduction was SED 443 
and 4,126 per kgfor eggplant and tomato respectioeIY, while costsfor processing and retailing were SBD 1,780 and 
8,691 per kgfor eggplant and tomato, respectioeIY. The rate 'If return varies according to the price at which the farmer 
sells the seed to the retailer, and the retail price 'If that seed. However, as the reallkmand.for seed is not yet realised and 
standards and regulations to ensure qualitY are not yet in ploce, a local, private-sector driven seed supplY enterprise in the 
near foture seems a limited possibiliry. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The availability of quality seed is the foundation for food production and productivity, as well as 
a precursor to crop and food diversification (Setimela et al., 2004). However, robust seed supply 
systems are often lacking in developing countries, where 75% of the population may be engaged 
in agricultural activities and a majority practice subsistence fanning in remote locations. A seed 
supply system is a combination of components, processes and their organisation, along with the 
interactions and support, involved in the production and marketing of seeds to a particular user
client group in an ongoing manner (Loch & Boyce, 2003). 

Seed systems can be classified as formal, semi-formal or informal. The formal seed system 
monitors the entire process of product development, which can include breeding, multiplication, 
processing and storage, promotion and distribution (Bishaw et al., 2008). Both public and private 
sector agencies can participate in the formal seed system. In developed countries, seed supply 
systems ensure high quality seed produced by specialist seed growers. This highly regulated 
system is robust enough to absorb any fluctuations in demand. In addition to quality assurance, 
this ensures linkages between public sector activities to breed advanced varieties and supply 
foundation seed, and private seed multiplication enterprises, ensuring promotion and distribution 
(Bishaw & Turner, 2008). 

The semi-formal system falls between formal and informal systems. Seed of improved varieties is 

produced and distributed within the framework of official seed systems but at a local level (Lazaro 
& Bisanda, 2004) and includes systems such as quality declared seed (F AO, 2006). This type of 
activity rarely occurs in developing countries, where seed is mainly produced through an informal 
seed system, although in some countries centralised public-sector systems do exist, particularly 
for food crops such as rice in Indonesia (Sidik, 1995) and maize in Cameroon (Awotide & Tontsa, 

2011). 

Most case studies highlighting the issues with seed supply mechanisms in developing countries 
have focused on the situation in Mrican countries (Tripp & Rohrbach, 2001; David, 2004; Tripp, 
2006). However, many of these issues are concordant with the situation in the Pacific islands (pole, 
2009). Fluctuations in seed demand affect the availability and accessibility of adapted varieties, 
as suppliers are reluctant to take risks on stocking large quantities of seed. The vast majority of 
traditional vegetable crops is propagated vegetatively, resulting in limited traditional knowledge 
and practices of seed saving and storage. 

The Solomon Islands, an archipelago of more than 990 islands located in the Southwest Pacific, 
has a land mass of 28,400 square kilometres. Approximately 85% of the population lives in rural 
villages and depends on subsistence agriculture (McGregor, 2006). Vegetables are not a high 
priority cash crop for most farmers, as they are mainly sold in markets when what is basically 
subsistence gardening produces an excess, or when income is required for household needs such 
as church contributions, medical bills and school fees. The supply-driven nature of the market 
results in a seed system that is predominantly informal, contributing to more than 50% of the 
vegetable seed supply (Siliota et al., 2008). As in many other countries in the Pacific region, 
government involvement in seed supply transactions is minimal (pole, 2009). 
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The Solomon Islands Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock, in the past, regularly screened and 
released varieties of food crops. However, during the period of ethnic tension (1998-2003), these 
mechanisms collapsed, along with the destruction of archived information and infrastructure, 
including the national Dodo Creek Research Station. The Ministry now controls only the 
importation of seed, by issuing import permits. A local agricultural non-government organisation, 
Kastom Gaden Association (KGA), contributes to seed production for a variety of vegetables, 
including tomato, eggplant and yard-long bean, and also provides farmers with planting material 
for staple food crops. The Plant Material Network is a farmer-led plant resource exchange 
network. With assistance from KGA, the group produces and distributes seed throughout the 
provinces of Solomon Islands. This network, although extensive, is not a reliable source of seed 
of good quality and generally only small quantities of seed are produced. Production of low 
quantities of seed in the country may also be attributed to low crop production levels. Adverse 
climatic conditions, high pest pressure, poor production practices, lack of resources and poor 

soils are all contributing factors and fairly universal in most developing countries (David, 2004). 

Retailers in Solomon Islands supply seed imported from Australia, New Zealand, Taiwan, China 
and Thailand. This is largely unregulated and any retailer (including general stores) can import 
seed of any crop or variety after acquiring an import permit. Most seed imports are hybrid 
varieties. However, quality in the Solomon Island seed market is not stable due to repackaging 
and inappropriate storage. Moreover, the varieties may not be adapted to the specific climatic 
factors of the island agro-environment. 

Aside from KGA initiatives, local seed production enterprises, either led by farmers or by 
agricultural suppliers, have not been thoroughly investigated in Solomon Islands. The vegetable 
industry is predominantly small-scale and undeveloped in terms of the use of improved varieties 
and practices to optimise yield and quality, and there are many unknowns related to supply and 
demand of vegetable seed that would increase the risk involved in establishing such an enterprise. 

In a collaborative project led by A VRDC with local public and private sector partners, a few 
improved vegetable varieties were found to be adapted to Solomon Islands and their yield and 
quality accepted by farmers and consumers. These open-pollinated varieties allowed farmers to 
produce seeds locally. 

A case study was conducted to investigate the feasibility of an agricultural supplier based in Honiara 
contracting with a farmer to grow a crop primarily for seed production. Farmset Limited, a local 
agricultural input supplier, represented the enterprise sector for this study. Farmset Ltd currently 
sells imported seeds from Yates™ and is interested in exploring the potential of marketing locally 
produced seeds. A local farmer engaged in commeTciai vegetable production in the peri-urban 
areas of Honiara was contracted to grow the seed crop. 

This paper examines the economic factors along the supply chain, from end consumer to contract 
seed producer, focusing on the economics of the seed producer and the retailer, including all 
aspects of cost structures involved in contracting farmers for seed production and processing, 
packaging and marketing the seeds. Certification of seed was not included in the study, as currently 
there are no national standards in place. The two crops selected for the study were tomato and 



COSTS FOR PROduCInG EGGPl AnT SEEd



COST ITEMS
Unit of 

measurement
Quantity 
applied

Rate per unit 
(SBD)

Total expenditure
(SBD)

VARIABLE COSTS

A1. Variable costs – purchased 

materials1

Seeds packet 3 10 30

Fertiliser n/a 52

Organic manure and compost n/a 200

Bulk seed packaging materials containers 3.0 56 168

Subtotal of purchased materials 450

A2. Variable costs –Labour2  

   Land preparation hour 8.0 10 80

   Planting    hour 3.0 10 30

   Fertiliser application hour 0.5 10 5

   Manure application hour 1.0 10 10

   Irrigating hour 5.0 10 50

   Weeding hour 4.5 10 45

   Harvesting hour 49.0 10 490

   Seed processing hour 36.0 10 360

Subtotal of labour costs 1,070

A3 Variable costs - Transport   

   Delivery costs   100 100

Subtotal of transport costs 100

A. Total variable costs 

(A1+A2+A3)
  1,620

FIXED COSTS   

Personnel cost on monitoring

Storage facilities3

150

0

B. Total xed costs   150

C. Total costs (A + B)   1,770

D. Total production cost for 1 kg 

of seed4
443

1 Lump sum costs provided by farmers for total area.
2 Opportunity cost of the family labour used in cultivation activities is estimated at SBD 10 /hr., the wage rate followed locally (SBD = Solomon Island Dollar).
3 Facilities for seed processing was the farmer’s own dwelling. For the purpose of this study, the storage facility was provided by the project and the cost has not been considered.
4 Derived by dividing the total production cost by 4 kg of seeds produced.



COST ITEMS
 Unit of 

measurement

Quantity 

applied

 Rate per unit

(SBD)

Total  expenditure

(SBD)

VARIABLE COSTS

A1.Variable costs – purchased materials1

Seeds packet 3 10 30 

Fertiliser n/a 200 

Insecticides n/a 180 

Staking and tying materials n/a 600 

Seed processing equipment n/a 365 

Bulk seed packaging materials containers 3.0 56 168 

Subtotal of purchased materials 1,543

A2. Variable costs – Labour2   

   Seedling preparation hour 6.0 10 60 

   Land preparation and transplanting hour 8.0 10 80 

   Weeding hour 8.0 10 80 

   Fertiliser application hour 5.0 10 50 

   Irrigating hour 5.0 10 50 

   Spraying hour 2.0 10 20 

   Staking and tying hour 25.0 10 250 

   Harvesting hour 8.0 10 80 

   Seed processing hour 26.0 10 260 

Subtotal labour costs 930

A3. Variable costs – Transport     

   Delivery costs   100 100 

Subtotal transport costs 100

A. Total variable costs (A1+A2+A3)    2,573 

FIXED COSTS     

Personnel cost on monitoring

Storage facilities3

  150 

B. Total xed costs    150 

C. Total cost (A+B)    2,723

D. Cost of production per kg4 4,126  

1 Lump sum costs provided by farmers for total area.
2 Opportunity cost of the family labour used in cultivation activities is estimated at SBD 10 /hr., the wage rate followed locally (SBD = Solomon Island Dollar).
3 Facilities for seed processing was the farmer’s own dwelling. For the purpose of this study, the storage facility was provided by the project and the cost has not been included.
4 Derived by dividing total production cost by 0.66 kg of seed produced.



COST ITEMS  Unit Quantity  Rate per unit (SBD)  Total expenditure (SBD)

VARIABLE COSTS

A1. Variable costs – purchased materials

Seeds1 100g   0

Packaging materials2  

Envelope 2,000 0.15 300

Outer package piece 2,000 0.30 600

Label piece 2,000 2.60  5,200

Protective fungicides  2000 0.05 100

Subtotal of purchased materials other 
than seeds

6,200

A2. Variable costs – Labour (hired)   

Drying hour 10 20 200 

Packaging hour 16 20 320 

Subtotal of labour costs 520

A3 Variable costs – Transport     

   Delivery costs   0

Subtotal of transport costs 0

A. Total variable costs (A1+A2+A3)    6,720

FIXED COSTS     

Annual depreciation of sealing equip-
ment (over 2 to 3 years)

  100

B. Total xed costs    100

Total costs (A + B)    6,820

Cost per kg3 1,705



COST ITEMS
 Unit of 

measurement
Quantity 

Rate per unit 
(SBD)

 Total expenditure 
(SBD)

VARIABLE COSTS

A1. Variable costs – purchased 

materials

Seeds1 100g   0

Packaging materials2  

Envelope piece 1650 0.15 248

Outer package piece 1650 0.30 495

Label piece 1650  2.60  4,290

 

Subtotal of purchased materials 5,033

A2. Variable costs – Labour (hired)   

Drying hour 10 20 200 

Packaging hour 16 20 320 

Protective fungicides hour 1650 0.05 82

Subtotal of labour costs 603

A3 Variable costs – Transport     

   Delivery costs   0

Subtotal of transport costs 0

A. Total variable costs (A1+A2+A3)    5,636

FIXED COSTS     

Annual depreciation of sealing 

equipment (it lasts for over 5–6 years)

  100

B. Total xed costs    100

Total costs (A + B)    5,736

Cost per kg3 8,691
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T le 5

Producer RoR over 

Breakeven (A)

Price seed sold 
by producer to 
achieve A

Retailer RoR if 
seed packets 
sold @ SBD10 

Retailer RoR if 
seed packets 
sold @ SBD8

Retailer RoR if 
seed packets 
sold @ SBD6

Retailer RoR if 
seed packets 
sold @ SBD4.41

0 499 0

10 540 122.72 78.2 33.6

20 584 118.44 74.75 31.06

30 628 114.32 71.45 28.6

40 673 110.26 68.21 26.16

50 717 106.44 65.15 23.86

60 761 102.76 62.21 21.65

70 805 99.2 59.36 19.52



T le 6

Prod cer RoR over 
Breakeven (A)

Price seed sold 
by prod cer o 
achieve A

Reailer RoR if 
seed packes sold 
@ SBD10

Reailer RoR if 
seed packes sold 
@ SBD8

Reailer RoR if 
seed packes sold 
@ SBD6

Reailer RoR if 
seed packes sold 
@ SBD5.66

0 5455 0

10 5858 71.85 37.48 3.11

20 6270 67.12 33.7 0.27

30 6685 62.61 30.09 -2.44

40 7096 58.37 26.7 -4.98

50 7509 54.34 23.47 -7.40

60 7921 50.51 20.41 -9.70

70 8334 46.86 17.49 -11.89
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hybrids), particularly for crops such as choy sum, pak choi and ball cabbage. These farmers 
prefer to buy seed from commercial sources rather than save their own seed. 

In addition to the monetary return and rate of return of business, other factors will also determine 
whether seed production could be a viable business in Solomon Islands. These are: 

the need to increase and stabilise seed yield. Seed yield can be affected by season, variety, 
severity of insect pests and diseases, crop management practices, and location of field 

appropriate seed processing and storage facilities. In addition to seed production aspects, 
having appropriate processing and storage facilities (at both farmer and retailer levels) is a 
critical factor to ensure consistent quality of seed. Storage facilities may dictate the amount of 
seed retailers could purchase. With smaller storage space, the retailer may prefer to purchase 
small quantities of seeds several times, rather than procure a large quantity seed at one time 

third-party inspection. Maintaining seed quality is a challenge for seed produced locally in 
Solomon Islands. Third-party monitoring and/or certification would be advantageous 

packaging costs. High quality packaging material to ensure viability of seed is not readily 
available. Importation of packaging materials not only increases processing costs, but 
shipment delays and logistical constraints may disrupt product flow 

burden of 'free seed'. The political value attached to handing out free agricultural inputs 
has encouraged a proliferation of government, donor and non-governmental organisation 
programmes providing free seed as part of more general poverty alleviation strategies (Tripp 
& Rohrbach, 2001). This often generates too much competition in a small market, limiting 
the success of any private sector seed supply initiative. 'Free seed' activities in projects 
generally make little effort to strengthen links between farmers and source seed suppliers or 
plant breeders (Tripp, 2006) and result in some farmers no longer seeing seed as an input 
to be purchased. Many complaints farmers in Solomon Islands make about seed availability 
can be attributed to their lack of willingness to pay for it. 

The local demand for purchased seed needs to be met, initially from farmer-led initiatives 
supplying neighbouring farmers. This could be achieved by modifying and strengthening the 
existing model adopted by the Plant Material Network farmers already established in Solomon 
Islands, and by gradually phasing out the extensive distribution of'free' seed by non-governmental 
organisations in favour of developing farmer-led seed enterprises. Farmer-led initiatives may 
later transition into supplying retailers. 

Another possible option is for retailers to select farmers to grow a crop to sell as fresh produce, but 
leave a percentage of the yield for seed production, selecting the superior fruit for this purpose. 
The selection of farmers would include consideration of suitable locations to ensure optimal seed 
quality. By working closely with retailers, the quantity of seed demanded can be met by altering 
the percentage of fruit selected for seed processing. This would allow flexibility and reduce the 
risks for both the farmer and the retailer. 
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CONCLUSION 

Significant investments have been made to establish or improve formal seed systems in developing 
countries over the past 30 years. The European Union-funded Pacific Regional Agriculture 
Programme 3 'Seeds and Planting Materials' in 1996 was one such project. However, the formal 
seed sector is still poorly developed in many developing countries. For example, more than 90% 
of smallholder farmers' seed demand in Africa is still met by the informal sector (Sperling & 

McGuire, 2010; Neate & Guei, 2011). 

This case study shows the economic complexity oflocal seed production and marketing. Provided 
that a fanner is able to get a desired price for seed produced, the economic incentives to grow seed 

instead of fresh produce are demonstrated. Likewise, for a retailer, the economic incentives are 

evident, provided that the retail price oflocal seed is acceptable to buyers. However, the varieties 
used in this study were open-pollinated; farmers can easily produce their own seed from open
pollinated varieties, which potentially limits the long-term market prospects for a seed retailer. 
The comparison of yields and quality from locally produced seed with imported varieties, was 
beyond the scope of the study, but will also influence the feasibility of this type of enterprise. 

The question of whether there is potential for a local seed enterprise in Solomon Islands will be 
determined not only by the financial incentives, but also by the motivation and interest of farmers 
and retailers in dealing with the complexities of the industry compared with purchasing imported 
seed from reliable sources. 
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