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in Africa

“Parliamentarians can turn to the rich diversity of
indigenous foods that our ancestors have cultivated
and consumed for centuries. These foods are often more
resilient to the changing climate, require fewer external
inputs, and hold immense nutritional value.”

Hon. Anita Annet Among, Speaker of Uganda’s Parliament (Reliefweb, 2024)

BACKGROUND

The contemporary global agrifood system
depends on only a few crops grown in extensive
monocultures and a few animal species raised
through intensive farming. At least 30 000 of the
350 000 known plant species on our planet are
edible, but only 170 are cultivated for food on
any significant scale; just 12 plant species' and
five species of animals? make up 75 percent of
the world’s food sources. Around 60 percent of all
the calories and proteins we obtain from plants
come from just three crops: rice, maize and wheat
(FAO, 2024a).

Africa is home to a diversity of native crops that
are locally adapted and less fastidious than
exotic cultivars, as well as home to native fauna
that traditionally supplies animal proteins and
essential nutrients to Indigenous Peoples and

local communities. Although native foods have
the potential to sustainably provide the much-
needed dietary nutrients to various communities
across Africa, they have suffered progressive
loss of cultural image, denigration, and utter
neglect, being largely substituted with exoticand
commercial food commodities. Consequently,
they have earned the unenviable appellations
of “forgotten”, “neglected” or “orphan” foods
because they have received relatively little or
no policy and research attention - especially
towards their genetic improvement and value
chain development (FAO, 2024a).

Meanwhile, wild meat and fish that are as
crucial for rural livelihoods are threatened by
overexploitation because of growing human
population, climate change and deforestation.

' Wheat, rice, maize, sugarcane, soya, potato, palm oil, cassava, sweet potato, peanuts, millets, and sorghum.

2 Chicken, cow, buffalo, pig, and goat.
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Moreover, in many areas, commercial and subsistence
hunting and fishing, as well as local trade of these
products, are unregulated, jeopardizing long-term
availability and biodiversity.

The native foods, including wild fauna are well-suited
to support key objectives in agrifood systems, ensuring
access to safe and nutritious foods for all, advancing
equitable livelihoods and value distribution and
building resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks and stresses.

This Legal Brief addresses the enabling environment
for protection and promotion of native foods, seeds
and knowledge specific to African countries, and may
be widely available, or limited to local scales, including
the agrifood systems of Indigenous Peoples. It aims to
provide insights for parliamentarians into policy and
legislative measures for protection, conservation and
promotion of native and traditional foods, seeds, and
knowledge in Africa. It uses the term “indigenous” as

it appears in regional and national policy and legal
instruments, where “indigenous” is commonly used
instead of “native”.

Key concepts:

Native foods are plant- and animal-based foods that
naturally exist in specific agroecological domains and are
traditionally produced, gathered, and consumed as part of
local diets.

Traditional foods are staple foods that have been used by
natives belonging to a particular culture for generations.
These foods are related to commonly established dietary
practices typical of a defined or localized community group
of people (FAO, 2024a).

Indigenous knowledge is the accumulated knowledge that
is vital for conservation and sustainable use of biological
resources and/or which is of socio-economic value, and
which has been developed over the years in indigenous/local
communities (OAU, 2000).

INTERNATIONAL AND REGIONAL FRAMEWORK

Several international and regional frameworks are
designed to promote and protect native agrifood
systems, including sustainable use of natural resources
in the context of food security and livelihood, and
safeguarding and promoting native seeds and
integrating native knowledge into modern agricultural
practices. The legal references provided further are
illustrative, not comprehensive.

The Convention. on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (1973) plays a crucial
role in regulating the trade of wild animals and plants,
which are integral components of native agrifood
systems. Its effective implementation can contribute to
ensure sustainable livelihoods for local communities by
balancing the conservation of species with their trade for
the benefit of the continued availability of these foods
essential for their cultural and nutritional well-being.

The Convention on Biological Diversity (1992) emphasizes
the importance of biodiversity, including traditional
knowledge related to native foods. It encourages
countries to protect traditional agricultural practices that
contribute to food security and sustainable development
(Article 8). As of now, 51 out of 54 African countries have
ratified the convention, demonstrating a commitment
to biodiversity conservation and sustainable practices.
Further to this, the Voluntary Guidance for a Sustainable

Wild Meat Sector (2018)_ provides a policy framework
for the sustainable management of wildlife, with a
particular focus on the wild meat sector in tropical and
subtropical terrestrial ecosystems.

The FAQ International Treaty on.Plant Genetic Resources
for Food and Agriculture (2001) is a binding instrument
that aims to ensure the conservation and sustainable
use of plant genetic resources, including native crops
and seeds. It recognizes farmers’ rights to save, use,
exchange, and sell seeds, which supports traditional
agricultural practices (Article 9).

The United Nations Declaration onthe Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (2007) emphasizes the rights of Indigenous
Peoples to the conservation and protection of the
environment and the productive capacity of their lands
or territories and resources (Article 29), and maintain
their traditional food systems and practices, including
genetic resources, seeds, medicines, and knowledge of
the properties of fauna and flora (Article 31).

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants
and Other People Working in Rural Areas (2018) asserts
that peasants have the right to produce and consume
healthy and culturally appropriate food, produced
through ecologically sound methods. It highlights the
importance of traditional agricultural knowledge and
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practices, allowing peasants to determine the varieties
of seeds they wish to plant and to reject those they
consider harmful. Furthermore, it emphasizes the need
for states to respect and protect these rights, ensuring
that peasants can participate in decision-making
processes affecting their land and resources (Article 19).
In addition to recognizing individual rights, the
declaration addresses collective rights, advocating for
the preservation of local food cultures (Article 15).

As a soft law, the FAO

recommends states to recognize that food is a vital part
of an individual’s culture, and they are encouraged to
take into account individuals’ practices, customs and
traditions on matters related to food (Guideline 10.9).

The Committee on World Food Security (CFS), in its
policy products, consistently fosters the importance
of native agrifood systems practices and knowledge to
achieve food security for all. The

, the

and several other CFS sectoral policy
recommendations, including on
, and
, all contain relevant
policy recommendations that parliamentarians can
build upon.

The Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture (CGRFA) in the documenton

highlights how informal seed systems play a critical
role in the conservation and sustainable use of plant
geneticresources for food and agriculture. It states that
particularly in developing countries, a high proportion
of the seeds and planting materials of staple crops, and
nearly all of the neglected and underutilized crops, are
sourced from farmers’ seed systems. The document
also addresses the impact of seed policies and laws on
smallholders’ access to diversified and locally adapted
plant genetic resources for food and agriculture
(FAO, 2021).

There are also regional and sub-regional instruments
related to protection and promotion of native and
traditional foods, seeds and knowledge.

In 2000, the African Union (then Organization of
African Unity) endorsed the

While the model law doesn’t
constitute a legal instrument, it articulates Africa’s
common policy aimed at safeguarding the rights of
local communities over their biological resources,
including traditional knowledge related to food and
seeds. Specifically, it emphasizes the need to promote
and support traditional and indigenous technologies
for the conservation and sustainable use of biological
resources. Moreover, the legislation recognizes the
collective rights of communities as legitimate custodians
of their biological resources, ensuring they benefit from
their use. It asserts that community intellectual rights
over innovations, practices, and knowledge related
to biological resources remain inalienable (Article 21).
Furthermore, it establishes prior informed consent as
a prerequisite for accessing a community’s biological
resources (Article 5) and acknowledges farmers’ rights
to save and exchange seeds (Article 26). The model law
also seeks to ensure equitable benefit-sharing from the
use of biological diversity (Article 12).

In 2022, the Pan-African Parliament adopted the

, which albeit
not binding, serves as a guiding framework for African
Union Member States to develop national legislations
on the right to adequate food and food security and
nutrition. This model law emphasizes the protection
and promotion of indigenous foods, recognizing their
cultural significance and nutritional value. Key provisions
include ensuring access to culturally appropriate
food (Article 4), considering cultural and traditional
dimensions in food production and consumption
(Article 6), and encouraging local sourcing for school
feeding programmes (Article 14).

The new

focuses on ensuring food security and nutrition
by promoting farmer-managed seed systems and
climate-resilient indigenous seeds; developing and
implementing policies that promote healthy food
environments, indigenous livestock and non-forest
wood products and encouraging the diversification
of agricultural production, including by increasing
the production and consumption of nutritious
traditional and indigenous African crops (Strategic
Objectives 1 and 3) (CAADP, 2024).

Atthe sub-regional level,
outlines priorities
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for cooperation in health, social, and cultural activities,
including the encouragement of the use and
development of indigenous science and technologies
(Article 103(1)(c)), as well as the promotion of good
nutritional standards and the popularization of
indigenous foods (Article 118(h)).

The Southern African Development Community
(SADCQ) in their

emphasizes that the potential of indigenous fruits
and vegetables has not been fully exploited and aims
to improve productivity of diverse, safe and nutritious
food production and yields of diversified foods,
including indigenous/local crops (Strategic Objective 1)
(SADC, 2014).

In 2021, the Africa Union Commission through the
African Seed and Biotechnology Programme (ASBP) for
the development of the seed sector in Africa, published
its .The
report underlined the significant role that women play
in the seed sector, especially within the informal seed
sector, yet, women'’s shortfall in agricultural productivity
ranges between 20-30 percent (AUC, 2021). To this end,
the Action Plan aims to enhance seed storage, marketing,

Native agrifood systems encompass the practices of
sourcing foods from natural ecosystems and also the
native value chains that include production, harvesting,
trading, and marketing processes of different food
products, as well as the use and preservation of native
seeds. These systems are deeply intertwined with
farmers’and community rights, emphasizing the need
for recognition and respect for traditional knowledge
and practices. There has been a notable shift in recent
decades towards the regulation of agrifood systems that
acknowledges and integrates native foods, seeds, and
knowledge and practices, reflecting their critical role in
food security, biodiversity conservation, and cultural
heritage preservation.

In several jurisdictions in Africa, the regulation of native
foods, seeds, and knowledge is anchored in the legal
instrument of the highest authority. For example, the

recognizes and protects the
ownership of indigenous seeds and plant varieties, along
with their genetic diversity and use by the communities
(Article 11.2(b)). Similarly, the

and distribution channels, ensuring that the informal
seed sector can provide farmers with high-quality seeds
in sufficient quantities to meet their production needs.
Thisincludes strengthening the involvement of women
and youth in the seed value chain at the national level
(Component 8). The

aims to ensure
that the diverse roles, needs and knowledge of women
and meninfluence national and sub-regional strategies
aimed at reversing the loss and unsustainable use of
forest resources and the environment (COMIFAC, 2019).

at the FAO
Regional Conference for Africa in 2024 highlighted
the essential role of native crops and non-wood forest
products in transforming agrifood systems. It concluded
that agricultural policies have predominantly favoured
a limited number of staple crops - such as maize, rice,
and wheat - at the expense of biodiversity and food
diversity. It recommended that national and regional
policies, programmes, strategies and legislations are
oriented towards enhancing the integration of native
food commodities in agrifood systems (FAO, 2024b).

addresses the preservation of traditional
knowledge and obliges the State to take measures to
preserve, protect, and promote indigenous knowledge
systems, including knowledge of the medicinal and
other properties of animal and plant life possessed by
local communities (Article 33).

At the policy level, African countries have recently made
significant strides to acknowledge the importance of
integrating native foods, seeds, fauna and knowledge
into contemporary agricultural frameworks. In
particular,

, in its Annex (National
Food Security Research Programme), provides for the
development of local knowledge and know-how in the
conservation and processing of agricultural, fishery and
aquaculture products; and the preservation of genetic
resources, local know-how, and agrotechnology.
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Tunisia has integrated traditional knowledge and
practices into national strategies such as the
that proposes
traditional hydro-agricultural techniques and
practices for water and soil conservation (p. 92). The
in order
to improve socio-economic inclusion, resilience,
and the well-being of family farmers, households,
and rural communities (Component 5), promotes
capacity-building programmes for farmers and
their organizations in traditional food conservation
techniques in rural areas and the enhancement of local
products through agro-food processing (Actions 5.3.3).
Furthermore, the
aims, among other things, to
conserve traditional knowledge and practices related
to biodiversity in Tunisia.

Zimbabwe’s

aims to enhance the safe, sustainable,
and precise use of agricultural inputs by focusing on the
development of local indigenous farmer seed systems. It
focuses on strengthening institutions and organizations
involved by facilitating knowledge sharing through
the integration of indigenous and local knowledge
innovations. Key objectives include supporting the
development of indigenous seed systems (Strategic
Objective 4.3.5); and improving seed selection,
preservation, and storage practices, and promoting
climate-smart agricultural infrastructure development
(Strategic Objective 4.4.4); among other measures.

In Uganda,

prioritizes the sustainable use of natural resources
and the conservation of indigenous knowledge
(Priority Area 7). The policy aims to enhance organic
agriculture production by building on progressive
indigenous and community-based knowledge. It also
supports the validation, documentation, patenting,
and dissemination of indigenous knowledge and the
identification, collection and conservation of indigenous
species and varieties.

Concerning changes at the legislative level, several
African nations have introduced laws aimed at
safeguarding genetic resources, traditional knowledge,
and community rights, reflecting a growing recognition
of their importance in agrifood systems, biodiversity
conservation and sustainable development.

For instance, in Cote d’lvoire,
guarantees
the protection of the rights of local communities that,

through their knowledge and practices, have played
a crucial role in the preservation of ecosystems, in
the protection of genetic resources, as well as in the
development of varieties derived from these resources
and the traditional knowledge associated with them
(Article 99).

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC),

grants community forest concessions enabling
local communities to manage forest resources they
customarily occupy, with the goal of addressing
deforestation and unsustainable practices.

Ethiopia’s

establishes essential rights for local
communities regarding their genetic resources and
traditional knowledge. Article 8 affirms that local
communities possess an inalienable right to use or
exchange their genetic resources and community
knowledge as part of their livelihood systems, free
from legal restrictions on traditional practices. The
proclamation further ensures that these communities
have the right to share in the benefits derived from the
utilization of their knowledge, stipulating that they are
entitled to receive 50 percent of any monetary benefits
generated by the state from the use of their genetic
resources (Article 9). The proclamation mandates that
any funds received must be used for the common
advantage of the concerned local communities, with
regulations to specify how this will be implemented. To
protect community rights over their genetic resources
and community knowledge, the proclamation prescribes
the identification, interpretation, and verification of
items of community knowledge in accordance with
customary practices. Moreover, it stipulates that the
non-registration of any community knowledge shall
not render it unprotected by community rights.
Additionally, the publication or oral description of a
given genetic resource or community knowledge, as
well as the presence of these genetic resources in gene
banks or other conservation centres, shall not affect
their protection under community rights (Article 10).

Furthermore, Ethiopia’s

acknowledges the importance of traditional seed
systems, and states that the use of farm-saved seed
by any person and the exchange or sale of farm-saved
seed among smallholder farmers or agro-pastoralists are
exempt from the application of the Seed Proclamation
(Article 3). This provision safeguards farmers’ rights by
allowing them to use and exchange their own seeds
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without adhering to formal regulations such as variety
release and certification.

In Namibia, the

aims to establish a research and development
facility on indigenous biological natural resources
to support and promote access and benefit sharing,
bio-trade and bio-prospecting in Namibia, as a means
to address poverty alleviation, support sustainable
livelihoods and furthering sustainable development
(Section 6 (3u)). Moreover, the Act recognizes general
rights of local communities over biological and genetic
resources and associated traditional knowledge, which
include: (a) the right to collectively share the benefits
arising from the utilization of biological and genetic
resources and associated traditional knowledge; (b) the
right to protect their biological and genetic resources
and associated traditional knowledge as traditional
custodians and users, and in terms of customary law
and practices; and (c) the inalienable right to use
their biological and genetic resources and associated
traditional knowledge in the course of sustaining their
livelihood systems, conservation and sustainable use of
biological diversity (Sections 12, 13).

Similar efforts are seen in Somalia, where the

prioritizes the strengthening of management systems
for land and natural resources by including traditional
and indigenous methods where appropriate (Article 46);
and the Ministry shall issue guidelines and prescribe
measures for the sustainable use and protection and
management of all forests in Somalia considering the
traditional use of forests and specific plant species which
are indispensable to the local community (Article 47
(2(d)). Additionally, the Act requires the Ministry in
consultation with relevant ministries to formulate, apply
and enforce policies and programmes for the protection
of the biodiversity of Somalia, and in particular, for the
recognition, protection and application of traditional
knowledge, innovations and practices in relation to the
management, protection and utilization of Somalia’s
biological diversity (Article 73 (c)).

Moreover, Senegal’s

provides for compensation for damage and nuisance
caused directly or indirectly by the genetically modified
organism and/or the derived product to social or cultural
conditions, in particular negative effects on the lifestyles,
or on the traditional knowledge or technologies of one
or more communities (Article 144).

Zimbabwe's amended the
principal Forest Act of 1949 by introducing Section 2A
on the Guiding Principles, which includes the
acknowledgement of valuable contributions of
indigenous knowledge and practices to the sustainable
use of forest resources. The

recognizes
the customary rights of indigenous communities over
geneticresources, including animal genetic material, to
encourage the conservation and sustainable use of these
resources but also to improve their diversity as a means
of sustaining the life-support and healthcare systems
of the people of Zimbabwe. The
provides a legal framework for the conservation,
controlled use, and protection of indigenous plants in
Zimbabwe (Part X), and grants rights of use and benefit
from wildlife, fish, and plants to owners or occupiers of
alienated land, as custodians of wildlife, fish, and plants
found on their land.

Benin’s commitment to safeguarding community
rights over biological diversity is underscored by its

.The guidelines
outline conditions for accessing genetic resources and
associated traditional knowledge, as well as modalities
for fair benefit sharing. They aim to establish a structured
framework that ensures equitable access to these
resources while promoting transparent procedures
for users and providers in Benin. The guidelines also
clarify procedural steps involved in accessing genetic
resources and traditional knowledge, facilitating both
access requests and benefit-sharing arrangements.

Sources: The legislations and policy documents in this section have been
sourced from FAOLEX database [cited 20 June 2025] from
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By leveraging legislative, budgetary, oversight, and
advocacy tools, parliamentarians and their networks can
actively contribute to building resilient agrifood systems,
addressing malnutrition, and facilitating climate change
adaptation and mitigation in Africa. They can unlock
the potential of native foods, seeds, and knowledge by
enacting supportive policies and laws, increasing public
investment in agriculture, and promoting climate-smart
indigenous agricultural practices.

To support the implementation of the CAADP Strategy
and Action Plan: 2026-2035 and other regional and
global instruments through native agrifood systems,
parliamentarians may consider the following actions:

Solicit evidence, data and analysis on native
agrifood systems, including their biodiversity,
economic values, and contribution of native
foods to nutrient requirements.

Advocate for and contribute to the development
of agricultural policies and support programmes
that prioritize the production, trade, and
marketing of native climate-resilient crops.

Advocate for and formulate nutrition and

food policies that seek to improve consumer
perception, demand, and preferences for
indigenous and traditional foods as sustainable
alternatives or supplementary foods resources,
including through public campaign and
education programmes in communities and
schools.

Incorporate gender perspectives in policies

and laws, recognizing the vital contribution

of women as custodians of native seeds and
indigenous knowledge and promoting women'’s
rights related to indigenous foods and seeds, as
well as their land rights, ensuring access to the
productive resources necessary for sustaining
native agrifood systems.

Advocate the integration of Climate-Smart
Agriculture practices in national development
plans to include promoting drought-resistant
native crop varieties and sustainable land
management techniques.

Raise awareness on and consider the
domestication of the PAP Model Law on Food

and Nutrition Security into national legislation,
specifically focusing on provisions that emphasize
cultural and traditional dimensions in food
production and consumption, and to promote

the value of local dietary habits and native and
traditional nutritious foods in school food and
nutrition.

Explore and raise awareness on the existing legal
and policy frameworks outlined in this brief and
identify relevant measures that could be adapted
at country level.

Consider legislative proposals and other
measures aimed at providing subsidies or
incentives for farmers growing drought-tolerant
indigenous crops.

Develop and adopt comprehensive legislative
frameworks that regulate subsistence hunting
and fishing practices, ensuring sustainability,
equity, and a balance between the needs of rural
communities and biodiversity conservation.

Strengthen consumer protection laws and
enhance food labelling regulations to promote
awareness of African traditional and indigenous
foods’ nutritional value and sustainability.

Enhance market access opportunities for native
crops, including by promoting special quality
schemes, geographical indications, and other
sustainability standards.

Promote the development of legislation that
recognizes and protects farmers'rights, such as
access and benefit-sharing, establishes supportive
mechanisms for saving, selling, exchanging, and
marketing farm-saved seeds at a commercial
level, with careful consideration of risks to

local environments, diets, cultures, and social
relationships. This should include the protection
of farmers' traditional knowledge and ensure
effective participation in policy and decision-
making processes; ownership and control of land;
and access to technical assistance, rural extension
services, training, and technologies.

Provide support and appropriate regulations to
ensure food safety for traditional and indigenous
products and from small-scale production units,
recognizing that flexibility may be needed in the
implementation of certain food safety regulations
without compromising safety and health
protection.

Support initiatives that train farmers on best
practices for cultivating indigenous resilient
crops, including soil management, water
conservation, and pest control.



v Promote research and innovation through
supporting research institutions to develop
improved native crops varieties with higher yields
and better resistance to pests, diseases, and
drought, to scale up production.

v Influence budgetary decisions to allocate
resources for research, extension services, and
infrastructure development that support climate-
resilient agriculture and production, and the
processing of traditional and native foods.
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