
SEEDLIBRARY 
How do you build 
a community 
remotely, especially 
when you don’t have 
an office and have 
limited resources?



Seedlibrary
connects individuals, schools, libraries and other instituti-
ons across the Czech Republic into a free seed-exchange 
network for personal non-commercial purposes. The pur-
pose is not only to share seeds, but also to support local 
biodiversity and ecological education. Currently, the organi-
sation operates an online platform that covers over 180 local 
“seedlibraries”, most of which are led by individuals, and 
also creates courses and educational materials that serve as 
limited sources of income. The organization consists of two 
part-time employees and a number of volunteers and exter-
nal workers.

Seedlibrary [Semínkovna] has been successfully operating since 2015. 
However, as the network gradually grew, it became harder to maintain it 
without developing a larger structure, clear processes and other systems. 
It was obvious that the organization was about to undergo an internal 
change from an enthusiastic volunteer-based approach to a more professi-
onal operation. The team also felt the need to better support their commu-
nity, improve its communication practices and ensure the long-term stability 
of the organization, which is what led to the decision for us to apply to the 
Stronger Roots program for support so we could do so.
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At the beginning, Seedlibrary‘s leadership 
asked themselves what their communi-
ty actually needed and where its weak 
points laid. Before they even started to 
propose solutions, the director Klára Hrdá 
looked abroad for inspiration and held 
several interviews with the creators of 
similar initiatives. She was most interested 
in the method „One seed, one commu-
nity“ from the United States. It counted 
on the fact that each local centre would 
have a team of several people who would 

come together to plan and organize com-
munity activities. This model was not di-
rectly transferable, however, in the Czech 
context. Most of the seedlibraries were 
founded and led by action-oriented indivi-
duals without much support in their given 
environment. Therefore, they are often 
overwhelmed and exhausted and many 
of them expected help from the „top“, 
i.e. from the headquarters of Seedlibrary, 
rather than being able to actively create 
this model themselves.

Together, not alone
The director of Seedlibrary therefore 
chose a different direction and instead 
of trying to mobilise her people, she offe-
red them help and support. The key idea 
became “don‘t do everything on your own 
and look for allies where you are.“

For example, the founders of Seedlibraries 
established cooperation with care homes 

for seniors and people with specific needs, 
who started to sew cloth bags for seeds 
for the organisation. This help proved to 
be mutually beneficial, as it relieved the 
organisation’s founders from having to 
do it and offered people in these facilities 
a meaningful activity and a sense  
of connection to something bigger. It tur-
ned out that even a small level of involve-
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ment can make a big difference and bring 
new allies into the entire community.

In addition to this support, the leadership 
also created a new methodology and web-
site, which besides the parts for the gene-
ral public, has an internal section for the 
founders of individual Seedlibraries, and 
could be used to organize several webi-
nars on topics such as community care, 

saving seeds or working with digital tools. 
These recordings are available online and 
the founders of the organisation can return 
to them at any time.

The director of the organization also re-
ceived some much-needed support from 
mentor Lenka Kadeřábková, who shared 
with her practical experiences with mana-
ging employees and volunteers.

Meeting up for coffee - online
Seedlibrary also created its own Manual 
for Community Outreach, which contains 
specific instructions on how to approach 
the media, involve local partners, or orga-
nise community events.

One of the most successful novelties were 
online meetups over coffee. These were 
regular informal online (and sometimes 
offline) meetings with the founders of indi-
vidual Seedlibraries with the lowest-thre-
shold possible, i.e. without a predetermi-

ned agenda, without being recorded and 
with an emphasis on sharing. Initially, these 
were mostly attended by the more active 
members, but gradually new faces started 
joining, and it was during these informal 
talks that the most valuable experien-
ces were shared. Each meeting resulted 
in an informal overview of good practices 
and ideas, which could then be further 
shared within the network.
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Moreover, one larger meeting in Brno 
spontaneously created a smaller network 
of Seedlibraries founders who are inte-
rested in becoming more involved in the 
direction of the entire organisation. They 
are now helping out as informal Seedlib-
rary “ambassadors“. They bring their own 

ideas, support others and provide support 
to the leadership of Seedlibrary. In the 
future, Seedlibraries plans to create a spe-
cial space for educational institutions that 
have specific limitations and possibilities 
and deserve more targeted support.

Sketching out an HR policy is not enough
Growing Seedlibrary also faced internal 
organizational challenges that could not 
be solved by enthusiasm alone. Thanks 
to the support of the Stronger Roots 
program, the organisation hired several 
new external collaborators on short-term 
and cooperation contracts to help with, 
for example, graphic designs or using so-
cial networks more effectively. But in prac-
tice, it also encountered various personnel 
problems for which it was not originally 
prepared. In some positions, up to three 
people came and went in rapid successi-
on, and it was difficult to ensure the reliabi-
lity and continuity of their outputs.

The lesson learned was to hire fewer  
people, for example, on long-term con-
tracts and traditional employment con-
tracts, to have any and all contracts ca-
refully checked by a lawyer, and to verify 
references consistently. Similarly,  
the organization learned not to underes-
timate onboarding new staff, especially 
given that the entire team works remotely 
and doesn’t share a common office.
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“I don‘t necessarily have to manage everything, it is possible to 
leave a lot of things directly to the members of the community. 
They are able to do a lot on their own and share it with us. 
Through the informal online meetings over coffee, we found 
a group of ambassadors who are incredibly supportive of us.”  
										                 – Klára Hrdá

The team also had to realize that it is not 
possible to solve the problems of every 
individual in the network. There will always 
be active and less active people as well 
as those who, while being aligned with 
ideas, do not engage with them in practi-
ce. The challenge is not to maximize eve-
ryone‘s involvement, but to create an en-
vironment where involvement is possible 
when someone genuinely wants it. It was 
exactly thanks to the online meetups for 
coffee and support for greater autonomy 
that new energy emerged in the commu-
nity and more people came forward with 

their ideas and happily started to get more 
involved.

The process of transformation at Seed-
library has continued even after the pro-
ject ended. The entire team realizes that 
professionalisation is not a matter ofusing 
a single new tool or making one decisi-
on. It is a long-term process that requires 
thoughtfulness, patience and trust. It also 
required the courage to leave some things 
to the community itself.
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WHAT LESSONS FROM ALL OF THIS CAN YOU 
APPLY TO YOUR OWN ‘GARDEN’? 

1.	 Even a small organization can 
have a big impact. The example 
of Seedlibrary proves that even 
with limited resources, a nati-
onwide community can be built.

2.	 One motivated person can be 
the driving force behind a big 
change. Director Klára Hrdá was 
not afraid to look beneath the 
surface of the functioning of the 
community, redefine the direction 
of the organization and embark 
on a challenging process of pro-
fessionalization.

3.	 External experts bring not only 
new knowledge, but also a new 
way of thinking. The intensive 
support of the mentor and con-
sultants of the Stronger Roots 
program gave Seedlibrary a fra-
mework based on real expe-
rience, as well as the courage 
to make systemic changes that 
would otherwise have been hard 
to achieve.

4.	 Caring for the community doesn‘t 
have to mean doing more but 
doing things differently.  
Seedlibrary has learned to find 
allies, delegate tasks, build on 
trust and strengthen the auto-
nomy of individuals. The result 
has been more sharing, grea-
ter involvement and stronger 
connections between people 
across the network.

 Ondřej Besperát
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This case study was developed within the Stronger Roots programme which is funded by the European 
Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the authors only and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency. Neither the European 
Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. 

The aim of the Stronger Roots programme is to increase the resilience of civil society organisations and their 
networks, strengthen their social capital, and embed them in the communities and societies in which they 
operate. The programme is implemented by the Open Society Fund Prague, the NIOK Foundation, the Open 
Society Foundation Bratislava, and Glopolis.


