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Bioversity International is 
one of the 15 Centres of 
the Consultative Group on 
International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR). Bioversity’s 
vision is that: “People today 
and in the future enjoy greater 
well-being through increased 
incomes, sustainably improved 
food security and nutrition, and 
greater environmental health, 
made possible by conservation 
and the deployment of 
agricultural biodiversity on farms 
and in forests.”

Bioversity’s Regional Office 
for Europe provides the 
Coordination Secretariats for 
the European Cooperative 
Programme for Plant Genetic 
Resources (ECPGR) and for 
the European Forest Genetic 
Resources Programme 
(EUFORGEN).

Bioversity publishes two issues 
of the Newsletter for Europe a 
year. This Newsletter is intended 
to serve as an informal forum 
for the exchange of news and 
views, and to create closer ties 
within the genetic resources 
community in Europe. 
Previous issues are available 
from the Bioversity Web site: 
www.bioversityinternational.org

A Russian version of this 
Newsletter is being produced and 
disseminated in collaboration 
with the N.I. Vavilov Research 
Institute of Plant Industry (VIR), 
St. Petersburg.

We invite you to send your 
ideas and contributions for 

Regional Office for Europe by 
Email to bioversity-europe@
cgiar.org. Please send all 
contributions for Issue 36 by 
14 March 2008.

About this Newsletter

newsletterfor Europe

from 23 countries gathered 
to discuss and exchange 
information about the state 

in the field of European home 
gardens, especially focusing 
on the genetic diversity of 
crops conserved and on the 
significant gaps in knowledge 
that would need to be filled by 
further collaborative research. 
Considering that these are 
fragile agroecosystems, 
policy recommendations 
and socio-economic factors 
influencing their survival 
were also taken into account. 
Regulations and policies on 
designation of geographic 
origins for agricultural 
products, landscape heritage 
and organic agriculture and 
environmental conservation all 
provide a window to promote 
home gardens as an important 
component of agricultural 
biodiversity conservation and 
regional and local agricultural 
development. 

Bioversity
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

A rich diversity of traditional 
crop varieties and landraces 
is still flourishing in home 
gardens throughout Europe. 
Even though the large scale 
cultivation of commercial 
varieties dominates European 
agriculture, there is a different 
kind of agriculture that is taking 
place in peoples’ back yards, 
one that allows crop diversity to 
thrive and to evolve. It is thanks 
to the efforts of Europe’s 
gardeners and small scale 
farmers that many rare varieties 
of crops such as beans, celery, 
kales, lettuce, tomatoes, but 
also maize, wheat, potatoes 
and fruits, continue to exist.

These varieties are grown 
for a reason. Mostly it is 
because they meet a person’s 
particular needs such as being 
well-suited to local growing 
conditions. They might also 
be appreciated for their 
distinctive flavour or used in the 
preparation of a particular dish. 
In other cases, the reasons 
for growing and conserving 

diversity are entirely personal. 
“One Italian woman I met 
during my research, grew two 
varieties of tomatoes on a very 
small plot of land” explained 
Donato Silveri, an extension 
officer with the Agency for Rural 
Development of the Abruzzo 
region. “One variety was short 
and bushy and the other was tall 
and climbing,” he said. “When 
asked why she had chosen to 
grow both varieties, the woman 
explained that both had been 
given to her as a wedding gift 
when she first married. The 
problem was that one variety 
was a gift from her mother while 
the other variety was given to 
her by her mother-in-law. To 
grow only one of the varieties, 
would have sparked a family 
feud,” said Silveri. 

This and countless other 
stories emerged during the 
Home gardens workshop 
that was held on 3-4 October 
2007 in Ljubljana, hosted by 
the Agricultural Institute of 
Slovenia. About 50 experts 

Near Zagarolo, a small town on the outskirts of Rome, 83 year-old Italian farmer, Raffaele Passari, continues 
to grow a landrace of leafy kale cultivated by his grandfather.
Photo: L. Maggioni, Bioversity International

of knowledge and research
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However, many of these laws and policies may need to be modified to allow for the small scale of home gardens and the fact 

that household consumption and local exchange remain the key motives for growing diversity in home gardens. It was agreed that 
knowledge of the value and existence of home gardens in Europe is not sufficiently widespread among the scientists and that a 
systematic survey is needed. This should include descriptive studies of home gardens’ potential as well as threats to survival in different 
geographic and climatic areas of Europe, in order to know what exists, who maintains it and the level of genetic diversity involved. Home 
gardens management practices, their sustainability and the linkage to other production and seed systems should also be investigated.

Home gardens research was thought to be in line with several elements currently recommended by the EU policy for research, such 
as: i) organic agriculture and low input systems; ii) Neglected and underutilized crops for new and novelty niches, e.g. in the health 
sector; and iii) understanding the role of biodiversity in plant systems and agrarian landscapes. The multi-functionality of home gardens 
was also stressed, ranging from nutrition, recreation, environmental benefit, landscape management, ecotourism and treatment of 
illness. The educational aspect was also highlighted, considering the link between land management and local culture, including food 
culture. Above all, the unique genetic diversity that is maintained in home gardens cannot be found anywhere else. 

Participants resolved to develop a European-wide research agenda to be implemented over the next five years. There is still time to 
save this precious bio-cultural resource but the pace of change is also accelerating. Participants are seeking partnerships and funding 
for this research agenda and will increase their efforts to communicate to the public and policy makers on this important issue.

The proceedings of the meeting will be published by Bioversity International.

Diversity flourishing in European home gardens

The European Commission 
(FP6) funded project 
DIVERSEEDS is establishing 
a communication platform 
for European and Asian 
researchers to discuss 
current challenges for the 
conservation and use of 
plant genetic resources. 
DIVERSEEDS has ten partners 
from three regional sub-groups 
in Southeast Asia, China and 
Europe. Each subgroup held 
a first regional workshop to 
define and discuss relevant 
PGR-issues and ways to 
improve interaction between 

the regions. The European 
workshop was held in 
Ljubljana, Slovenia on 
5 October 2007 immediately 
after the third meeting of the 
ECPGR On-farm Conservation 
and Management Task Force, 
and shortly after the two Asian 
DIVERSEEDS workshops 
took place in Beijing and 
Hanoi. The workshops are 
a preparatory step towards 
the first international 
DIVERSEEDS meeting to be 
held in December 2007 at 
Bioversity headquarters in 
Rome, in cooperation with 
the ECPGR Inter-Regional 
Cooperation Network (IRCN). 
At the international meeting 
priority issues will be pre-
selected/identified for an 
inter-regional discussion. 
Close cooperation between 

DIVERSEEDS and the IRCN, 
and the integration of existing 
regional networks in Europe 
(ECPGR), South East Asia 
(RECSEA) and China (EAPGR) 
is important to further improve 
the dialogue on conservation 
and use of PGR between 
Europe and Asia. Also part 
of DIVERSEEDS is an open 
on-line conference to be held 
at the beginning of 2008 to 
discuss the pre-selected PGR 
issues with a wider group of 
experts. 

Further information is 
available from the Project 
coordinator Markus Schmidt 
(markus.schmidt@idialog.eu), 
the Bioversity contact person
Jan Engels (j.engels@cgiar.org) 
or the Project Web site 

 (www.diverseeds.eu).

DIVERSEEDS project partners:
• International Dialogue and Conflict Management, Biosafety 
      Working Group (Austria);
• University of Natural Resources and Applied Life Sciences;
      Vienna (Austria);
• University of Birmingham, School of Biosciences (UK);
• University of Kassel  (Germany);
• Israeli Gene Bank for Agricultural Crops, Volcani Center (Israel);
• Institute of Botany, Chinese Academy of Sciences (China);
• Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (China);
• Khon Kaen University (Thailand);
• Hanoi Agricultural University and CARES (Vietnam);
• Bioversity International.

Diversity of vegetables sold in the local market of a small town in 
northern Vietnam.
Photo: M. Schmidt, International Dialogue and Conflict Management, 
Vienna, Austria
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