
9
issue No. 41 - Bioversity Newsletter for Europe

Towards the establishment of genetic reserves for crop wild 
relatives and landraces in Europe

A symposium on Crop Wild Relatives 
(CWRs) and Landraces in Europe was 
organized by the ECPGR In situ and 
On-farm Conservation Network and the 
EU project AGRI GENRES 057 (AEGRO) 
project team. The joint meeting took place 
at the University of Madeira in Funchal on 
12-16 September 2010. The symposium 
was attended by 84 participants from 38 
countries, including non-European countries 
such as China, Syria and USA. Thanks to 
the excellent meeting facilities and a team 
of engaged local organizers, the symposium 
was valued by all participants as an 
informative and very inspiring meeting. 

The scientific programme aimed at the 
update of ongoing research in the field of 
in situ and on-farm conservation and the 
discussion of interim results of the AEGRO 
project (10/2007 to 03/2011) with the expert 
community.

The strategic framework for in situ 
management of crop wild relatives was 
outlined in the first session, focusing on 
the four-step methodology developed by 
AEGRO. This methodology is a component 
of the CWR In Situ Strategy Helpdesk which 
is available on-line at http://aegro.bafz.
de. It assists the systematic identification 
of candidate genetic reserve sites. The 
methodology was successfully tested 
by the crop case studies work package 
partners. The wider use of the methodology 
within our PGR community would lead to 
a step-wise establishment of a network of 
genetic reserves in Europe. Crop-specific 
PGR interest groups such as the ECPGR 
Working Groups will be the main drivers of 
this process.

The session dealing with on-farm 
conservation of landraces could also have 

had the heading “alternative plant breeding 
approaches”. The symposium discussions 
highlighted the fact that conservation of 
landraces in their cultural context is to be 
understood as a dynamic process managed 
by individual home gardeners, farmers, 
local communities or a network of farmers 
managed, for example, by research centres.

Any plant genetic resources 
management decisions should be based 
on rational grounds. Molecular markers 
are powerful tools for the investigation of 
the structure and distribution of genetic 
diversity within crop genepools. Results 
of population genetic analysis guide the 
decision making process. The application 
of these tools was explained in several 
inspiring lectures presented in the session 
on priority setting and threat assessment.

A wide range of papers on data 
management were presented. They all 
illustrated the progress made in this 
field, as well as the urgent need for even 
more progress in Europe. The next step 
will consist in a better integration of the 
Population Level Information System (PLIS) 
into the Crop Wild Relative Information 
System (CWRIS) and to building a European 
inventory of landraces. The PGR Secure 
project “Novel characterization of crop 
wild relative and landrace resources as 
a basis for improved crop breeding”, 
funded under the EU 7th Framework 
Programme, coordinated by the University 
of Birmingham, UK, will keep the ball rolling. 

Deficits in the PGR data management 
sector not only hamper the wider 
application of the genetic reserve 
conservation technique, the identification of 
regions in Europe having a high geographic 
density of landraces, the identification of 

multi-species sites with the objective of 
improving the cost-value relation of the 
genetic reserve concept, but also the use of 
plant genetic resources in plant breeding. 
How the use of CWR and landrace 
resources can be improved, for example 
through the application of the Focused 
Identification of Germplasm Strategy (FIGS), 
will be investigated in the PGR Secure 
project. 

The final session addressed aspects 
of (agro)biodiversity policy, recognizing 
that progress in all fields of genetic 
resources management and use requires 
more political recognition of our common 
work performed so far. Progress also 
requires programmes for funding adequate 
permanent infrastructures for genetic 
resources management, as well as project 
funding for solving temporal problems in 
agricultural production by means of plant 
breeding. 

The participants were all pleased that a 
representative of the European Commission 
attended the meeting. It was a unique 
opportunity for exchange of information, 
assessments and opinions between our 
expert community and the EC – and for 
presenting our long wish list. The meeting 
also facilitated communication between 
the ECPGR Programme and the EC. What 
seems to be a small note at the end of this 
report hopefully will develop into closer 
cooperation between both institutions in 
Europe. 

Keywords of the closing speeches: 
dense programme, excellent organization, 
participants very dedicated to the subject, 
enthusiasm, friendship - high praise in 
recognition of the excellent work of the 
organizing team.
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