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Introduction

In Kenya, agriculture contributes 33 
percent of the Gross Domestic Product 
and constitutes 60 percent of export 

earnings. The sector ensures constant food 
supply and nutrition security for the pop-
ulation. This ensures that the nation is fed 
with energy to supply labour to industries 
and other economic sectors. 
Agriculture establishes the industrialisa-
tion framework through supplying raw ma-
terials for industries, and generates foreign 
currency through the export of products 
such as flowers, fruits, vegetables, herbs and 
spices. Indeed, it is a source of employment 
to the population through farming, agri-
business and research activities, therefore 
raising the standard of living of the majori-
ty of Kenyans. 

KEPHIS Role in the Agriculture Sector
Kenya Plant Health Inspectorate Service 
(KEPHIS) plays a key role in the agriculture 

sector through its mandates and regulato-
ry functions. KEPHIS is a parastatal whose 
mandate is to assure the quality of agricul-
tural inputs and produce to prevent adverse 
impact on the economy, the environment 
and human health.
Its mission is to provide a science-based 
regulatory service by assuring plant health, 
quality of agricultural inputs and produce 
for food security, globally competitive agri-
culture, and sustainable development. 
The Corporation’s activities and services 
involve all matters related to plant health 
and quality control of agricultural inputs 
and produce. The activities include:
•	 Certification of the quality of seeds and 

fertilizers
•	 Testing and monitoring the presence of 

harmful residual agro-chemicals on agri-
cultural produce, soils and water systems

•	 Co-ordination of the release of superior 
and well-adapted varieties/cultivars to the 
farming community

•	 Protecting the rights of breeders/dis-
coverers of new plant varieties through 
grant of rights to the owners of such va-
rieties and registering them

•	 Preventing the introduction into the 
country of harmful foreign weeds, pests 
and diseases through adherence to 
strict quarantine regulations and pro-
cedures

•	 Inspecting and grading agricultural 

produce for import and export to en-
sure that they are of high and accept-
able quality

        
•	 Implementing the national policy on 

the introduction and use of genetically 
modified plant species, insects and mi-
croorganisms in Kenya

•	 Trade facilitation, and
•	 Advisory to farmers.

Climate-Smart Crop Varieties for Food Security and Nutrition

KENYA PLANT HEALTH INSPECTORATE SERVICE (KEPHIS)

KEPHIS Staff inspecting maize and beans
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MILIMA WH605
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet transitional and high 
altitudes

AMINIKA WH507 
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet and dry mid altitude

AMINIKA WH504
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet and dry mid altitude

AMINIKA WH505
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet and dry mid altitude.

AMINIKA WH403 
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet and dry mid altitude

AMINIKA WH508
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet Mid and transitional
altitudes

HARAKA WH101
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Dry and wet low, mid and 
transitional altitudes

AMINIKA WH401
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet Mid and transitional altitudes

AMINIKA WH509
Suitable 
Agro-Ecology

Wet Mid and transitional altitudes

LATE MATURITY HYBRID 
HIGHLAND SEED VARIETY

MEDIUM MATURITY HYBRID 
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

MEDIUM MATURITY HYBRID 
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

MEDIUM MATURITY HYBRID 
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

MEDIUM MATURITY HYBRID 
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

TRANSITIONAL ALTITUDES MEDIUM 
TRANSITIONAL ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

EARLY MATURITY HYBRID 
LOWLAND & DRYLAND SEED

MEDIUM MATURITY HYBRID
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY

TRANSITIONAL ALTITUDES
MEDIUM ALTITUDE SEED VARIETY
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One of the key functions of KE-
PHIS is to undertake testing 
of new crop varieties and fa-

cilitating their release for use by the 
farming community. 

Variety testing and release in Ken-
ya is governed by the provisions of 
the Seeds and Plant Varieties Act 
(Cap 326 of the Laws of Kenya) and 
its implementing regulations. These 
regulations give guidelines and pro-
cedures on testing and release of 
new crop varieties that have supe-
rior attributes such as higher yields, 
tolerance to diseases, pest resis-
tance/tolerance and high process-
ing quality, among others. 

Rigorous processes of testing to 
ensure that only superior varieties 
are availed to the farming commu-
nity precede crop variety release in 
Kenya.  The tests involved are the 

National Performance Trials (NPT) 
and Distinctness, Uniformity and 
Stability (DUS) tests. These tests are 
meant to ensure that the new va-
rieties are superior to the existing 
ones and are also unique and capa-
ble of being propagated for many 
years without changing critical va-
rietal attributes.

National Performance Trials 
(NPT) test the adaptability of variet-
ies to particular environments and 
compare performance of the new 
varieties to the existing ones.  

For climate resilient varieties, 
testing is undertaken under chal-
lenging environments.  For maize, 
testing of climate resilient varieties 
is undertaken in dryland sites such 
as Makueni, Kitui, parts of Macha-
kos, Embu (Mbeere), and Baringo, 
among other similar environments.

Crop Variety Testing 
and Release in Kenya

KENYA PLANT HEALTH INSPECTORATE SERVICE (KEPHIS)
Climate-Smart Crop Varieties for Food Security and Nutrition

National Performance Trials (NPT) by KEPHIS staff and stakeholders. NPTs are done to test the adaptability of 
varieties to particular environments and compare performance of the new varieties to existing ones.
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The world’s climate is changing, 
and Kenya is not spared of this 
global trend. Climate change 

has resulted in increased tempera-
tures, changes in seasonal trends and 
patterns. Since the 1960s, global tem-
peratures have increased gradually 
and the impact is being felt now.  

In recent years, Kenya has wit-
nessed extended dry periods and 
rainfall outside the normal seasons. 
Floods have also been witnessed. 
With the changing climatic condi-
tions, the country has witnessed 
emergence of new pests and diseases 
such as maize Lethal Necrosis (MLN), 
Fall Army Worm (FAW), among oth-
ers. All these factors have resulted in 
threats to food security.

Climatic changes have resulted in 
unpredictable planting seasons, crop 
adaptation to agricultural zones that 
were not originally fit for them, pro-
longed drought affecting crop pro-
duction, drying rivers affecting irri-
gation, emerging pests and diseases, 
changing soil salinity and increased 
heat in crop production areas.

           

Adaptation to Climate change
The crop variety testing and release 

process has aided in the adaptation 
to climate change by facilitating the 
release of climate-smart varieties. 
A total of 41 climate-smart varieties 
were released in the last three years.  

These are varieties of drought-toler-
ant maize, beans, finger millet, pi-
geon peas, sorghum, cowpea, ground-
nuts and pasture grasses. 

This is in keeping with the aspira-
tions of Vision 2030 and the ‘Food 
Security’ Pillar of Presidential Big-4 
Agenda.

Variety Adoption by Farmers
However, any impact on climate 

smart varieties can only be realised if 
farmers are adopting these varieties 
in their farm holdings. The adoption 
is made possible by ensuring that 
farmers get enough certified seed of 
these particular varieties at the right 
time of planting. 

Seed certification as stipulated in 
the Seeds and Plant Varieties Act 
(Cap 326 of the Laws of Kenya), en-
sures that only high quality seed of 
crop varieties are available for use by 
the farmers. Seed quality is most im-

portant aspect in crop production, as 
high quality seed is essential for good 
yields and good returns and mini-
mises the likelihood of crop failure. It 
is achieved through field inspection 
of seed crops during active growth 
stage, processing inspections, sam-
pling and testing in the seed testing 
laboratory. Certified seed must meet 
the minimum quality standards as 
stipulated out in the Seeds and Plant 
Varieties (Seeds) Regulations of CAP 
326.

The Effects of Climate change in Crop Production

Prolonged drought because of climate 
change has affected the production of 
some crops, leading to diminished yields.

KENYA PLANT HEALTH INSPECTORATE SERVICE (KEPHIS)
Climate-Smart Crop Varieties for Food Security and Nutrition

A total of 41 climate-
smart crop varieties 
were released in the 

last three years.  These are 
varieties of drought-tolerant 
maize, beans, finger millet, 
pigeon peas, sorghum, 
cowpea, groundnuts and 
pasture grasses.” 

Seed quality is most 
important aspect 
in crop production, 

as high quality seed is 
essential for good yields 
and good returns, and 
minimises the likelihood of 
crop failure” 
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Efforts to produce seed of climate 
smart varieties have been stepped 
up and climate-smart varieties are 

replacing others. For example, the second 
most produced maize variety in Kenya is a 
drought-tolerant variety that has overtaken 
many varieties produced in the grain bas-
ket of Kenya.  
To facilitate production of climate-smart 
crop varieties, KEPHIS has registered seed 
companies that specialise in such crops. 
There are more than 10 seed companies 
involved in the production of seed of cli-
mate-smart crops.
In the year 2019/20, KEPHIS, in consulta-
tion with stakeholders in the seed indus-
try, developed protocols for standard seed 
certification, whose aim was to increase the 
volumes of climate smart crops that have 
lagged behind.  The crops include cowpeas, 
green grams, millets, beans, cassava, 
sweet potato and sorghum. As a result, 
three (3) special seed merchants have been 
registered to deal in standard seed produc-
tion.  These merchants are composed of 
community groups, and it is an effort to 

promote certified seed production by CBOs 
and farmer groups.
 
Impact creation
Farmers are encouraged to use certified 
seeds of recommended climate-smart 
varieties in their farm holdings, there-
by setting firm foundation for the estab-
lishment of healthy, vigorous, adaptable 
and high yielding crop varieties, leading to 
enhanced food and nutrition security, im-
proved rural incomes and livelihoods and 
increased economic development. 

Climate-Smart Seed 
Production Stepped Up

Cowpeas, Finger millet 
and Cassava: KEPHIS, 
in consultation with 
stakeholders in the seed 
industry, developed 
protocols for standard 
seed certification, whose 
aim was to increase the 
volumes of climate-
smart crops that have 
lagged behind. The crops 
include cowpeas, green 
grams, millets, beans, 
cassava, sweet potato 
and sorghum.

The availability of quality 
seed is critical to achiev-
ing high crop productivity. 
However, this has frequently 
been a challenge in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa (SSA), despite 
the region having a huge ag-
ricultural potential. 

Farmers perennially ex-
perience shortages of 
high-quality seed during 
planting season, increasing 
the likelihood of recycling 
saved seed or buying fake 
varieties from unscrupulous 
traders. 

The re-use of low-yielding 
farm-saved seed makes it 
impossible for smallholder 
farmers to improve their 
yields. This scenario has led 
to many farmers in Kenya 
suffering low yields from 
season to season, thus neg-
atively impacting food secu-
rity and household incomes.

The Access to Seeds In-
dex 2019 report revealed that 
fewer than 10 percent of the 
world’s smallholder farm-
ers had access to improved 
quality seed that could halt 
hunger and tolerate climate 
change impact. “Smallhold-
er farmers often struggle to 
access cutting-edge seed va-
rieties, partly because seed 
companies in the region are 
hindered by market ineffi-
ciencies and are themselves 
unable to access new vari-

eties and technologies,” the 
report stated. 

Many players in the seed 
value chain have identified a 
lack of quality seed as one of 
the most pressing issues hin-
dering increase in agricul-
tural productivity in Africa.

Improving the availabili-
ty of parent or “foundation 
seed” for production of cer-
tified seed to help compa-
nies meet sales targets; and 
to provide a service to the 
breeder to ensure the out-

puts of both public and pri-
vate breeding programmes 
get to the farmer, presents an 
opportunity to address the 
issue of poor seeds quality.  

To address this op-
portunity, QualiBasic 
Seed (QBS) fills a major 

seed quality gap that has 
denied African farmers 
access to new, improved 
crop varieties. Sitting in the 
supply chain between the 
breeder and the seed seller, 
QBS provides seed com-
panies with high-quality 
foundation seed to ensure 
the product sold to African 
farmers retains all the de-
sirable characteristics, such 
as disease and drought re-
sistance, and higher-yields 
that breeders have worked 
so hard to achieve.  

QBS supplies high qual-
ity foundation seed with 
superior genetic integrity, 
phytosanitary security and 
industry-leading seed quali-
ty standards to seed compa-
nies. 

The company also provides 
technical support to help 
seed companies with the 
production and marketing 
of their certified seed.

When certified seed is pro-
duced from quality foun-
dation seed, it means that 
the end product that gets to 
farmers will deliver the in-
tended genetic gain – mean-
ing the farmer will reap 
the full value intended by 
the breeder, with improved 
yield and quality, which will 
in turn contribute signifi-
cantly to increased agricul-
tural productivity.

Bridging the seed quality gap in Africa

QBS supplies 
high quality 
foundation 

seed with superior 
genetic integrity, 
phytosanitary 
security and 
industry-leading 
seed quality 
standards to seed 
companies. 

To facilitate production 
of climate-smart crop 
varieties, KEPHIS has 

registered seed companies 
that specialise in such crops. 
There are more than 10 seed 
companies involved in the 
production of seed of climate-
smart crops.”
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KENYA PLANT HEALTH 
INSPECTORATE SERVICE (KEPHIS)

Climate-Smart Crop Varieties 
for Food Security and Nutrition

1. What is certified seed? 
This is seed that has met the minimum national set 
quality standards after undergoing field inspection(s) 
and laboratory tests by KEPHIS as per The Seeds and 
Plant Varieties Act (Cap 326 of the Laws of Kenya). The 
use of certified seed guarantees the following: Certified 
seed does not cost, it pays. It results in high yields, qual-
ity produce and better returns when all other factors 
of crop production and agricultural practices are opti-
mal. Farmers are advised to confirm the quality of ag-
ricultural inputs (fertilizer, manures, pesticides, water 
and soil) used, through laboratory tests conducted by 
reputable laboratories such as the KEPHIS Analytical 
Testing Laboratory (ACL), which has offices at KEPHIS 
headquarters, Nairobi, and at Kitale regional office.

2. What are the benefits of using certified seed?
A farmer is guaranteed of quality assurance. Certified 
seed offers better deals in crop insurance and/or fi-
nancing of the crop. Third, traceability of certified seed 
is easy. In certified seed, a farmer is getting access to 
premium market(s). There is less insect and disease 
problems. Quality seed responds better to applied fer-
tilizers. There is uniformity in plant population and 
maturity. Yield prediction is easy. Handling in post-har-
vest operation is easy. Produce value and marketability 
are high.

3. How can a farmer identify certified seeds?
Certified seeds are packed in containers or packets 
which are clearly labelled and contain the following 
information:
a) Seed lot numbers to allow for easy traceability of 

seed lot in the event of crop failure

b) Weight of the seeds
c) Name of the crop species and variety
d) Packaging date
e) Seed merchant/company
f) Labeling and sealing of the containers or packets is 

done in such a way that seeds cannot be removed 
without damaging the seal or label.

Seed “sticker” labels with 
KEPHIS logo that enable 
farmers to identify seed 
certified by KEPHIS. 
The stickers are used for 
seed packed in 5 kilograms 
bags and below. 
Here are the steps in using 

the seed sticker labels:
•  Purchase seed from 

licensed agro-dealers, five 
(5) kilograms and below

•  While still at the agro-vet shop, scratch the sticker 
label on the packet to reveal a code underneath 
and send to 1393. Feedback reveals the following 
information: Name of crop e.g maize; Species; 
Variety, e.g. H6213; Lot number; Seed Class; Testing 
date.

Note:
• The text is free of charge
• Remember to scratch all seed packets independently.
•	 Obtain a receipt on purchase of seed; keep it safely, 

plus the seed container until the end of the season.
•	 In case of poor germination or if you suspect a 

wrong variety, please call 0709 891 000 or write to 
director@kephis.org. 

Frequently Asked Questions about Certified Seed

Managing Director, KEPHIS, 
E-mail: director@kephis.org,  

Tel: +254709 891000

@kephiske KEPHIS www.kephis.org


