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Semillas Silvestres S.L. – Collection and Sale of Wild Seeds1

Semillas Silvestres is located just to the north of Córdoba as the land
begins to rise towards the hills. This is where Medina Azahara, a
cherished historical site to Spaniards, is being excavated. The ruined
city dates from the time of the Caliphate, when the power of the
region radiated out all over the Mediterranean. At this time, one of
the young rulers married a noted beauty from Granada. The
Córdoba region has warm winters, and she pined for the snows of
her birthplace. Her husband could deny her nothing, but even he did
not have the power to bring the snows. Instead, he planted the hills
above Medina Azahara with almond trees. Every year, when in
blossom, the hills which now look down on Semillas Silvestres
appeared to be covered in snow…

Today we might take a somewhat less romantic view of the importation of alien
species…

But in the wake of large scale infrastructure projects and in many other situations
there is a need to replant and reseed on a scale that might have seemed daunting even
under the Caliphate. This is where Semillas Silvestres, located hard by the historical
site of Medina Azahara, has created a niche business by harvesting and distributing
wild seeds, particularly of trees, from all over Iberia. It would be difficult to conceive
of a more appropriate location.

Cándido Gálvez Ramirez and the Origins of Semillas Silvestres

Cándido Gálvez Ramirez began the business which was to become Semillas Silvestres
in 1982. From then until 1990 he worked in the Córdoban Botanical Gardens on a
part-time basis and supplied seeds to their seed-bank, initially to help finance his PhD
and later when he was working in the regional administration. He worked from home
and in car-parks when more space was required, with his only tool a fan to separate
the targeted seeds. The only external finance needed was a small loan to buy a car to
reach the collection sites. Then, in 1991 he put his seed gathering activities on a more
formal basis and founded Semillas Silvestres C.B.2 in partnership with his wife, who

1 This case was prepared by Professor David Watkins of Southampton Solent University, UK and
Wendy Strahm for Fauna and Flora International on the basis of extended visits to the business
concerned, with additional input and editing by members of the Probioprise Project Team. Opinions
expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the firm or any other
parties.
2 Comunidad de Bienes – partnership



has a similar background. Soon after, in 1992, this was incorporated as Semillas
Silvestres S.A.3, a status the firm retains to this day.

The motivation, according to Cándido, was never just to make money. “It was a
passion. When I was doing my doctorate and collecting seeds I was never happier. I
later had to make money to support my wife and family, but what I wanted was to run
‘a business under the sky, not a business under a roof’.” He also wanted to continue
his contact with the academic life. Of course, there was a direct connection with his
professional expertise, refined to doctoral level, but even today Cándido continues to
have close contacts with Córdoba University. He is always being asked to participate
in joint projects. For example, he has written books with the full-time academics from
the Córdoba University Forestry Department. He also helps co-finance scholarships
and manage others funded by the regional and national governments. There is also an
EU project on seed coatings in which Cándido Ramirez plays a central role.

This continuing academic association is not to imply in any way that Cándido is
anything other than a serious businessman. The transition from part-time to full-time
professional business was triggered by the identification of a real opportunity, since at
that time there was strong pressure to convert farming land to forestry. Moreover, the
rising pace of development in Spain meant that there was an ever increasing demand
for seeds and plants for land restitution and landscaping connected with infrastructure
projects.

As Cándido himself puts it: “The main aim, then as now is to use the Iberian
phytogenetic diversity in a variety of ways: ornamentation, forestry, reclamation, and
so on.”

The Business Today

Semillas Silvestres currently employs the equivalent of seven full-time people
throughout the year. Cándido has been gradually building up a multi-disciplinary
team, and the firm now employs a botanist, a forest engineer, and legal specialist as
well as people to do the more mundane administration, storekeeping, etc. In the seed
collecting season there may be as many as 20 other temporary staff in the forests and
fields collecting on his behalf. The firm remains a family business with no other
shareholders. However, Semillas Silvestres seeks to be a good employer. In addition
to the basic salary, which averages out at about €2,000 per month, it also pays a 15%
profit-sharing bonus. A lot of the staffing resource comes through personal contacts
and recommendations. For example, the new web-site is being built by the boyfriend
of Cándido’s daughter.

The main marketing tools are an annual trade fair in Valencia and a catalogue which
is produced each spring. The latter is only sent out on demand. What goes into it
depends not only on the sales analysis, but on how successful the seed collection
campaign has been the previous autumn – although many items can remain in stock
for several years without deterioration. This is fortunate, since some items stay listed
for three or more years without any sales at all, which is not regarded as a problem

3 Sociadad Limitada – limited company



since Cándido wants to continue developing his reputation as a stockist of the widest
range of rare seeds.

Perhaps 10% of the catalogue changes each year. Over time the range has grown: for
example, in 2007 there is a new section which lists littoral species. The catalogue is
noticeably more user friendly than it has been in the past, with an alphabetical index
for the first time. This will particularly help the ‘amateur’ customers who come to
Semillas Silvestres for seeds with rarity value. The ‘professional’ customers already
know what they want and buy in larger quantities for specific projects. From
Cándido’s point of view the profitability depends a lot on the size of the seeds
collected in a particular season. He sells by weight and tries to keep prices stable, so
larger numbers of small seeds of particular species, which are more costly to collect
on a weight for weight basis, might even lose him money. He could reduce the
problem by moving to cultivated seeds for some species, but this would reduce the
intra-species genetic diversity which is important to the botanist in him, so he goes
down this route only rarely.

Pricing is essentially done on a cost-plus basis, although the price per unit weight of
seed also drops as order quantities rise. For seeds the firm collects itself there are
three components to the end price charged to customers: first, there is the direct cost
of collection; second there is the cost of cleaning, drying, etc; and third there is a
profit margin added of about a third. For bought-in seeds the firm just adds a third to
the bought-in price. For large-scale reclamation projects where it is difficult to collect
enough in the wild there is the possibility of using plants cultivated for seed. Cándido
is happier to use these for the international market – for motorway verges and the like
– where there is more price competition. In Spain, and for small-scale works
generally, he prefers to sell Iberian species gathered from the wild. A very small
number of the species listed in the catalogue are alien.

Spain is the main target market, as might be expected. Andalusia accounts for about
20% of sales and the rest of Spain about 60%. Most of the balance goes to the EU,
particularly Portugal, France and Italy. Most of the customers are involved in
restoration work – 15% in forests and a further 50% working on other landscapes,
often following infrastructure work. Nurseries take another 15% with private and
landscape gardeners, herb farmers etc accounting for the balance.

Even with the experience now developed, collecting and refining the product can be a
problem. Cándido describes the business as pre-agricultural, harking back to the era of
the hunter-gathers. He has little control, with activities being dictated by the seasons
and the weather, and smiles as he complains: “You have to be mad to manage this
project!” The main problem is collection. Plants can spread their seeds very quickly
in the wild before the collectors from Semillas Silvestres can arrive to harvest them.
Mechanisation is difficult. One of his key pieces of equipment is a seed collector
mounted on a trailer. This cost €120,000, but may be in use for only a short period
during the year – or worse, may be needed in two places at once. All these pressures
conspire to push Cándido in the direction taken by the original hunter gatherers, that
of moving into agricultural production. Although it may make him feel guilty, he has
now acquired a few fields close to his business site.



In contrast, the other business processes belong in the 21st century. The area has an
ideal climate for the natural dehydration of harvested seeds, and the firm has all the
necessary scientific expertise to store the seeds in the best possible condition, to test
them for germination prior to sale, and so on. No guarantees are given since the firm
has no control over the conditions in which the seeds are stored and planted after they
leave the site. However, if clients do not achieve the germination rates expected,
Semillas Silvestres will do all it can to find out why and advise on how to improve on
this.

Relationship with the Authorities

Permission to collect is determined at the regional level in Spain. However, such
permission may not be of much value if the sites are unworkable or do not contain the
best seeds. Although Cándido claims a good relationship with most of the appropriate
authorities, he finds their systems are very bureaucratic, and quite disproportionate to
the number of people who actually want to collect seeds. Apart from him, only a few
nurseries and the public sector do this.

One way of avoiding many problems with the bureaucracy is by not dealing in
protected species. Cándido nevertheless argues for protection through use, rather than
regulation. He feels this is important because a large infrastructure development such
as a dam may destroy large populations of important species in their natural state.
Even when this happens, he is not allowed to collect seeds beforehand if they are from
protected species. As an example of why this should be so important he cites Abies
pinsapo4 which is been threatened in the wild but has been reintroduced partly via
stock obtained from gardens. Cándido is very concerned that this will be an
increasingly serious problem in the future with the impact of global warming. What,
he asks, will happen to those plants which now only grow above 2000m? Unless
serious steps are taken to conserve them, they will migrate up the mountains until they
disappear. He believes that we are now at a tipping point, and sees a clear role for
SMEs to act as a bridge between rare wild populations – both protected and not – and
cultivation, which could encourage the reintroduction in other places of species which
are at risk at their present sites.

A particular irritation is that the public authorities can collect seeds in the wild
without granting permission to others, even those with greater technical knowledge
and those who might be able to make more creative use of them, such as Cándido
believes Semillas Silvestres to be. He regards Andalusia as the worst in terms of
proliferating local controls and restrictive collection norms, perhaps because contacts
are more frequent. He also feels many officials lack the right skills since the questions
they ask him about matters such as storage are often irrelevant.

He would ideally like to see the creation of a special category of ‘licensed seed
collector’, who would he believes behave responsibly because of enlightened self-
interest. This would be especially valuable for the tree seeds. There are many

4 Spanish Fir: this is now limited to altitudes between 1100 and 2000m in the Sierra de Grazalema in
the province of Cádiz and the Sierra de las Nieves near Ronda in the province of Málaga.



examples similar to this in ecosystems across Europe, some of very long standing.5

The licensee would be able to collect a proportion of the seeds at a site, would be
prohibited from breaking branches or hitting trees, and inspection could be made both
in the forest and at the factory to ensure compliance. Clearly Cándido feels that his
role, and that of the few others like him, is crucial to biodiversity conservation and
will become more so in future, but that its potential is currently underappreciated. One
well known but threatened plant this new approach might help to preserve is the
Artemesia granatensis.6

Looking to the Future

Cándido Gálvez Ramirez runs a successful firm which supports him, his family and
employees in a happy environment where they all feel they are also well attuned to
nature. He does not anticipate growing substantially, and he is also beginning to think
about what might happen to the firm in the future as he grows older, since the family
will not want to take it over. In the shorter term he wants to continue to expand the
range of species he can offer, as well as how deeply these can be exploited. One
success here he wants to expand on and follow up in other ways is that of the drought
resistant dry grasses he supplies for use along motorway verges across southern
Europe.

Longer term he is torn between what he calls his ‘r Strategy’ and his ‘K Strategy’.
These are metaphors he has borrowed from biology.7 The first means here that he
would be active in many fields, with many species, producing small batches with high
margins; the second would instead limit the firm to a few activities, with few species
collected in large batches, but the commercial margins would also be small. In
business terms this might be expressed as a niche strategy versus a mass market one.
The former is usually better suited to SMEs who cannot take advantage of economies
of scale.8

At present Cándido is trying to pursue both strategies simultaneously, although the
‘K’ is in the ascendant. He is working with farmers on growing particular grasses and
perennials in bulk, and researching new varieties such as aromatic grasses and species
selected for urban landscaping, as well as exploring new technologies for seed
coatings and creating seed balls.

5 See the Penn ar Bed case for an example involving seaweed collection.
6 Royal Chamomile of Sierra Nevada: this is collected for its medicinal value, and there are substantial
penalties for those caught doing so. Artemesia granatensis currently has CR status.
7 ‘K’ is the symbol for carrying capacity, the maximum number of individuals that a given habitat can
support on a sustainable basis. ‘r’ is the symbol for rate of reproduction. The r/K scale has been used as
a way of classifying reproductive strategies. r-selected species are generally populations limited by
predation or other disturbances which limit the population below the carrying capacity of the
environment, so that there is always plenty of food. These species grow and breed fast, have rapid
development, smaller bodies, and their offspring get little or no parental care. Examples include mice
and insects. K-selected species are adapted to more stable environments, where the population is
limited by available resources rather than by predation. The K-strategy favours quality over quantity, in
that animals are bigger, breed later and more slowly, have fewer offspring, and get more parental care.
K-selection is found in those animals that come last in a food-chain, such as whales, elephants – and
humans.
8 However, the problems of collection from the wild act as a strong barrier to entry, and anyway the
size of a large batch is always relative. Even the most interesting metaphors break down at some point.



If he pursues this course of action the business could change its nature entirely over
time. Large scale production might lead to a reassessment of ISO accreditation, which
he has not pursued, feeling that it would be good for his image but not of real value.

Of more interest might be exploring seed-level equivalents to current product-level
certifications. For example, something similar to the FSC system might transfer well
to wild seed collection on a sustainable basis. Alternatively, there could be models for
organically farmed products that might transfer to natural populations. At present,
Cándido relies mainly on his own reputation as the basis for attesting to the quality of
the seeds.

Issues for Probioprise

Semillas Silvestres both benefits from and contributes towards biodiversity in the
Iberian flora. It prospers, but faces some issues which have wider implications.

 First, the protection regime in Spain for endangered and rare species prevents
the collection of the highest quality seeds of some species, and any seeds from
others. Despite this, some species are at risk from plant collection. Licensed
seed collection may be a way of substituting cultivated for illicitly taken
plants, as well as providing a reservoir for reintroducing species into the wild.
By having a pecuniary interest in maintaining rare species, firms like Semillas
Silvestres could make a substantial contribution to conservation.

 Second, the issues around certification which Cándido raises are only partly
specific to his own business area. Methods for warranting products and
processes as ‘biodiversity friendly’, and promoting this to consumers, are at a
very early stage.

 Third, we have seen how many of the markets served by this firm are
stimulated by government intervention such as insisting on land restitution
after infrastructure development or otherwise. Paradoxically, the firm may be
turning to strategies where this is more true in the future than at present since
such markets may be more attractive than serving the small-scale private
collectors and gardeners.


