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The success of any variety developed locally or introduced from another country will 
depend on having the right planting seed system. The planting seed that is made available 
to growers must be pure and have good germination properties. While varietal purity and 
germination are the two fundamental criteria that determine seed quality, variation in the 
nomenclature used in various countries tends to create a lot of confusion regarding seed 
quality. The International Cotton Advisory Committee (ICAC) organized a Technical 
Seminar on the topic ‘Intellectual Property Rights and the Role of Private Breeders’ at the 
71st Plenary Meeting held in Interlaken, Switzerland on October 7-11, 2012. The 
Committee on Cotton Production Research of the ICAC, which hosts the Technical 
Seminar every year, recommended to the Plenary Meeting that the ICAC Secretariat 
undertake a study on planting seed standards and the nomenclature used to describe 
seed quality standards. The Secretariat was also instructed to propose uniform 
nomenclature to describe planting seed quality for consideration at the 72nd Plenary 
Meeting in Cartagena, Colombia.  

Production, certification and distribution of planting seed for cotton are fundamental steps 
toward successful crop production. In most countries, seed production and distribution is 
spread across organizations/departments/ministries within the government and the private 
sector. Breeders develop varieties and are responsible for maintaining and producing seed 
that will be used for multiplication purposes. Consequently, only the subsequent seed 
generations (first, second or third) reach the farmers’ fields. Different countries use a 
different nomenclature to describe each category of planting seed, although they may be 
referring to the same quality of seed. The objective of this study was to collect information 
on seed categories, seed certification standards and quality control agencies. The 
information thus collected has been used to propose uniform categories of planting seed 
terminology wherein each term will mean the same seed generation in all countries.  

ICAC’s Technical Information Section developed a survey questionnaire to collect the 
relevant information. Thirty-six countries responded to the survey, and most countries 
provided a complete information set. The study revealed that the planting seed industry 
around the world is a composite of many diversified seed production systems.  



Planting Seed Categories 

Twenty-six countries out of thirty-six reported that they have four or five categories of 
planting seed. Only Senegal reported six categories of planting seed. Argentina, 
Azerbaijan, Brazil, India, Kazakhstan, Uganda and Zambia reported a fifth category and in 
most cases it would appear from names like Own Seed, Standard Seed that the fifth 
category is of a lower quality and most probably it is not certified. Only Paraguay reported 
that they have a single category of seed that is supplied to growers, indicating that they 
suffer serious shortcomings in their seed production system. Six other countries i.e. 
Bulgaria, China, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Myanmar, Nigeria and Spain reported only three 
categories of planting seed.  

The first category of seed, the one that is supposed to be the purest and that is produced 
under the direct supervision of the breeders, is referred to in 11 different ways. The most 
commonly used term is ‘Breeder seed.’ The other names used, Pre-basic, Basic, Elite, 
Foundation, Genetic, G0=Z000, Mother, Nucleus and Original indicate that one is dealing 
with the same seed generation or quality. Two of the names used in the first category 
(Basic and Foundation) seem to be misleading, as the same names have been found to be 
more frequently associated with the Second category. In fact, Australia, Israel, Tanzania 
and Zambia use Basic even for the Third category.  

In the second category there is a greater variety of names than in the first category. The 
two most commonly used names are Basic and Foundation (8 and 11 times respectively) 
followed by Pre-basic (6 countries). While Paraguay does not have a Second category, 
eight other different names have been used there, presumably for the same category of 
seed. The variability of terms in the third category is even greater. In the third category, the 
term Certified is used by 11 countries, Registered by six countries and Basic by four. The 
Certified seed category has extensions such as R1, C1 or just 1 in several countries. In 
India and Pakistan this category is called simply Certified. The term ‘Certified’ is the most 
commonly used in the fourth stage and is employed by 15 countries—more than any other 
name used, although some have used it in connection with extensions. While nine 
countries do not have a fourth category of planting seed, ten different terms have been 
used in this category, albeit infrequently. The Fifth category is used in only eight countries 
and the terms are different in each one. 



 

Concerns from the Data Received  

The 36 participating countries have used about 50 names in the four categories while it is 
desired that only five names had been used. Following issues emerge from the data 
received from various countries.  

• Different countries have used different names for the same category of planting 
seed. It is usually the case that the so-called First category is the purest and the 
most true to type seed. Since it is produced in small quantities and under direct 
supervision of the concerned breeder, it does not require external certification. 
Eleven different names have been used in 36 countries for the same quality and 
stage of the planting seed, 12 names for the Second category, 14 names for the 
third category and 10 names for the Fourth category. The Fifth category is used in 
eight countries and each has a different name.  

• Names overlap from one category to the other. Two countries have used the name 
Basic in the First category, eight countries used the name Basic for the Second 
category and four countries used Basic in the Third category.  

• Among a wide variety of names used, some names are misleading like Extension, 
Commercial, R1 and R2. 

• Some categories have extensions with names like Certified 1, Certified R1 and 
Certified 2nd Multiplication. They are all certified but may belong to a different 
category. 

• Most countries have 4 categories but some have only three and eight countries 
have five categories. 

The main purpose of the study was to collect information on seed categories, assess 
variability in nomenclature (for the sake of avoiding above mentioned concerns) and make 
recommendations for bringing uniformity in nomenclature. However, information on 



organizations/institutions responsible for producing various categories, certification 
standards, variety registration, variety approval authorities, seed certification agencies and 
distribution of seed (public or private) was also collected and has been published in the 
September 2013 issue of the ICAC RECORDER.   

Popular Names 

Data from 36 countries showed that five categories or names are used in referring to 
planting seed for cotton. All categories have various names including the category that is 
closest to the breeders and could not have any doubts about purity or germination. Any 
number more than five for five categories will be confusing. Breeders may use progeny 
row selection, bulk selection or some other procedures to maintain their main varieties that 
have been approved for commercial production (where approval is required) or grown 
commercially (where approval is not mandatory). Moreover, the objective here is to bring 
uniformity to the commercial seed system without making any changes in how seed is 
produced.  

The most commonly used names in the four major categories are as below.  

 

Recommendations 

The ICAC Secretariat is not recommending any changes in the current seed production 
systems, certification standards or distributions systems. No recommendations are also 
being made to change (upgrade/lower) the germination percentages or purity levels for 
various categories. Seed purity is important and cannot be scarified for pressing demand 
for quantity. Nevertheless, genotypic differences in germination rates exist among varieties 
in addition to regional differences. Varieties with higher seedling vigor and bigger size have 
been developed through selection pressure. Breeders have other urgent and pressing 
other criteria to be implemented, so they usually do not keep seedling vigor among 
priorities on their list. But, varieties inherently tending to show poor germination are 
definitely eliminated during breeding.  



Lower germination percentages reported from some countries are not an indication of poor 
seed quality. Lower germination can be due to lower seed maturity, germination testing 
methods, conditions at the time of planting or testing, etc. Moreover, germination is in no 
way related to seed purity. Seed may be 100% pure and graded but it can still have a 
lower germination rate due to several reasons. Data from all countries is taken to be at the 
national level, assuming that the public sector institutions and most seed companies, if not 
by all, follow the same standards. Experience has also shown that germination standards 
have been relaxed for specific regions during specific years so that planting seed is 
available in sufficient quantities. The inert matter content allowed for any seed category in 
any country is usually around 2% or lower.  

It is recommended that the following nomenclature be used in referring to planting seed for 
cotton. The recommendations are restricted to nomenclature only, purity, germination and 
certification standards are all for countries to decide depending upon their conditions. Any 
mention of purity or germination below is an indication of sequence in the categories. 

Breeder Seed 

This will be the seed produced or supplied by breeders for multiplication purposes only. 
Seed may be multiplied by the public or private sectors, but under the supervision of a 
breeder. Breeder supervision will be the certification, if required. Purity of the seed will be 
100%. 

Foundation Seed 

This is the seed produced from the crop of Breeder Seed. Foundation seed will be used to 
multiply on a large scale to supply growers with seed for the next generation. External 
certification by a neutral agency or self-certification will be mandatory. Purity must be at 
least 99%. 

Certified Seed 

This is the seed produced from Foundation Seed and it is the seed that will be supplied to 
growers. It is recommended to maintain purity close to 99%.  

Registered Seed 

Seed produced from Certified Seed by a farmer under his own supervision for self-planting 
or to supply to other farmers will be called Registered Seed. It should carry the label ‘not 
certified’ and its purity should be no less than 98%, if used for planting. 

Commercial Seed is not recommended for planting. It will go to oil production or livestock 



feed.  

 

Note:  
For detail information refer to a full report ‘The Planting Seed Industry’ 
published in a special issue of the ICAC RECORDER, Volume XXXI, No., 3, 
September 2013. French and Spanish versions of the ICAC RECORDER are 
also available from the ICAC publications@icac.org.    
 
 

 
 
 
 


