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EXAMPLE OF A  
BOLIVIAN LEARNING  
CYCLE IN FAVOUR OF  
SEED DIVERSITY AND 
FARMER PARTICIPATION

Bolivia has a great diversity of crops, 
however landraces are not considered 
by the formal seed sector as an alter-
native to increase yield and nutritional 
quality under low input conditions.

Members of a learning cycle from RASP 
(Network of Support to the Productive 
Sector) and INIAF (National Institute for 
Agriculture and Forestry Innovation) 
organized a participatory landrace 
breeding initiative to choose and multi-
ply seeds for the local seed sector. 

Box 2

EXAMPLE OF A LEARNING 
CYCLE IN CUBA IN FAVOUR  
OF SEED DIVERSITY AND 
FARMER PARTICIPATION

Diversity seed fairs in Cuba have 
successfully promoted seed diversity 
use and farmer participation. Through 
facilitated collective learning, ways 
to sustain diversity seed fairs without 
international donors were identified. 

In the picture, Joel and Idalmis, 
“champion” farmers from San José 
de Las Lajas, Province of Mayabe-
que, are presenting and discussing 
their business model of tuber and 
yam seed production and marketing. 
They organized diversity seed fairs to 
identify local farmers’ demand and also 
explored how other champions can be 
part of seed diversity businesses in their 
cooperative. 

Box 1
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Most important was the bottom-up approach, starting at the district level and gradually 
extending the learning groups to include other actors at the provincial and national level. A 
major success factor was the fact that the learning groups focused on real challenges that 
farmers were facing, and that the facilitators got the groups into action, collectively sourcing for 
solutions. This action learning helped to achieve a common understanding among a group of 
people as diverse as local governments, other public organizations and emerging business-
minded farmers interested in agrobiodiversity. This method of action learning has been utilized 
to organize a critical mass of farmers and other stakeholders to promote seed diversity and 
farmers participation in Cuba (Fig. 3), Mexico and Bolivia. 
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Fig. 2. Interactive learning applied by 
Innovation brokers in Cuba and Bolivia. 
(Source: ICRA)

a two-track interactive and experiential learning approach in each cycle. 
They identified champions from different organizations (university lecturers, 
researchers, technicians, and farmers) who were then trained on the job as 
innovation facilitators/brokers. They facilitated a learning cycle with actors and 
stakeholders coming together to address a specific challenge (Box 1 and Fig. 2).
Most important was the bottom-up approach, starting at the district level 
and gradually extending the learning groups to include other actors at the 
provincial and national level. A major success factor was the fact that the 
learning groups focused on real challenges that farmers were facing, and that 
the facilitators got the groups into action, collectively sourcing for solutions. 
This action learning helped to achieve a common understanding among a 
group of people as diverse as local governments, other public organizations 
and emerging business-minded farmers interested in agrobiodiversity. This 
method of action learning has been utilized to organize a critical mass of 
farmers and other stakeholders to promote seed diversity and farmers partici-
pation in Cuba (Fig. 3), Mexico and Bolivia.

Barriers to success

Sometime public policies are paternalistic and consider farmers as a burden 
rather than a development opportunity. Frequently, local governments and 
local NGOs subside local seed production by buying improved seed and 
distributing it freely to communities.

Researchers, extension services and universities have limited capacity to involve 
small farmers and others key actors in search for seed supply solutions. For 
instance, local adapted landraces are well received by local farmers; however, 
it is not clear how farmers, breeders, lecturers, professors, extension workers 
and consumers can work together to maximize use of landraces. 

The public plant breeding sector is often top-down in practice, with plant 
breeders putting researchers at the top, extension workers and NGOs next 
and farmers and rural consumers at the very bottom, as if they lack the intelli-
gence that a researcher has to provide adequate seed solutions.

Proposed funder interventions

1.	� There are many examples of how farmers have limited access to 
formal gene banks or others sources of seed diversity to improve 
their local seed systems. One intervention could be to promote 
simple mechanisms for farmers to access seed diversity from 
formal and informal sectors, test it, then multiply and disseminate 
seeds to others farmers.

2.	� Many individuals and organizations in the Global South are in 
favour of farmers’ participation and agrobiodiversity enhancement. 
However, they need to develop competencies, capabilities and 
capacities so that great ideas could be turned into practical 
tools to improve local seed systems. Another option could be to 
strengthen brokering capacity in individuals and organizations to 
link the informal and formal seed sector into a win-win balance.

3.	� Reinforcing agroecological practices as integral to local seed 
systems could be an alternative that would help diversify farming 
systems, increase farmers’ independence, amplify economical 
options, strengthen social networks, and build the resilience of 
family farms in the face of climate change and political instability. 

Fig. 3. Effects of interactive learning 
cycles in enhancing seed diversity and 
farmer’s participation in Cuba
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Fig. 3. Effects of interactive learning cycles in enhancing seed diversity and farmer’s 
participation in Cuba 

 
Barriers to success  
 
Sometime public policies are paternalistic and consider farmers as a burden rather than a 
development opportunity. Frequently, local governments and local NGOs subside local seed 
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are well received by local farmers; however, it is not clear how farmers, breeders, lecturers, 
professors, extension workers and consumers can work together to maximize use of landraces.  
 
The public plant breeding sector is often top-down in practice, with plant breeders putting 
researchers at the top, extension workers and NGOs next and farmers and rural consumers at 
the very bottom, as if they lack the intelligence that a researcher has to provide adequate seed 
solutions. 
 
Proposed funder interventions  
 

1. There are many examples of how farmers have limited access to formal gene banks or 
others sources of seed diversity to improve their local seed systems. One intervention 
could be to promote simple mechanisms for farmers to access seed diversity from formal 
and informal sectors, test it, then multiply and disseminate seeds to others farmers. 
 

2. Many individuals and organizations in the Global South are in favour of farmers’ 
participation and agrobiodiversity enhancement. However, they need to develop 
competencies, capabilities and capacities so that great ideas could be turned into 
practical tools to improve local seed systems. Another option could be to strengthen 
brokering capacity in individuals and organizations to link the informal and formal seed 
sector into a win-win balance. 
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INTERNATIONAL/NATIONAL:  

POLICY AND ADVOCACY

•	� Strengthen the capacity of farmers’ organizations and social 
movements to address policy matters that are central to their seed, 
food and livelihood systems.

•	�� Support the development of policies and laws that promote and 
strengthen community based agrobiodiversity management and 
remove harmful policies.

•	� Create space for the participation of farmer organizations and 
social movements at policy fora at various levels and strengthen 
and support them on policy matters that are central to their seed, 
food and livelihood systems (i.e., CBD, CGRFA, ITPGRFA and  
FAO Committee on Food Security (CFS), International Union for  
the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) and the  
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

•	� Support efforts to raise awareness of policy and decision makers 
about the key roles of agricultural diversity, in situ and on-farm 
conservation and community based diversity management. 

•	� Divert public resources from subsidizing corporate consolidation 
of the seed industry to supporting and strengthening farmer seed 
systems.

INTERNATIONAL/NATIONAL:  

AGROBIODIVERSITY MANAGEMENT  

AND CONSERVATION

SUPPORT SCALING OF COMMUNITY SEED SYSTEMS

•	� Create a supportive framework for community based diversity 
management initiatives.

•	�� Provide support to achieve scale through interaction with various 
levels of government and other key seed and food security actors.

•	�� Enhance collaboration and effectiveness among seed and 
agroecology networks operating regionally and globally.

•	�� Build links between agrobiodiversity conservation efforts to farmer 
associations wherever possible.

•	�� Build capacity of CBOs and farmers’ organizations to participate in 
global seed policy discussions.

•	� Support rural women’s participation in seed dialogues as they are 
central to seed diversity.

•	� Build capacity of farmers’ and community based organizations as 
well as national researchers and extension agents in a broad range 
of domains. 

SUMMARY OF 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
FROM 
CONTRIBUTORS
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•	� Develop and adopt a special program for the formation and 
development of agrobiodiversity conservation and seed production 
at the community level involving specialists, experienced farmers, 
and scientists–agrarians. 

•	� Start indigenous agricultural research stations in the United States 
northern plains region, for training of tribal leadership for food systems. 

•	� Support tribal agricultural infrastructure.

ADVOCACY/INSTITUTIONAL REFORM/MONITORING 	

(I.E., SEED LAW AND FAO)

•	� Support advocacy on the impact of seed laws that undermine local 
seed saving, and on trade, land and investment policies that are 
eroding community control of the commons, natural resources, 
ecosystems and biodiversity that are crucial to the long-term 
survival of family farming systems. 

•	�� Monitor intellectual property laws and the limits these impose—
whether intentional or not—on farmers’ ability to freely produce 
and exchange seed. 

•	� Support the development of seed-related legislation at the 
international, national and regional levels.

•	� Reform FAO regional conferences to include seed dialogues 
and introduce seed and agroecology issues into the agendas of 
the Governing Body of the ITPGRFA at ministerial-level regional 
conferences. 

•	� Create a required course in agricultural universities teaching  
the preservation of local seeds.

•	� Develop curricula and training courses, for local seed production 
and secondary school classes devoted to the issues of 
preservation of a variety of seeds. 

INTERNATIONAL/NATIONAL:  

RESEARCH

POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL ISSUES

•	�� Evaluate if current national and international gene banks are 
accessible to farmers by taking a formal survey of major gene banks 
to ascertain who is accessing gene banks and for what purposes. 

•	� Research the current and historic levels of funding for in situ 
seed storage. This data should be contrasted with the available 
information on ex situ storage funding.

•	�� Explore the opportunity for a version of the Civil Society 
Mechanism for the Seed Treaty. 

•	�� Support the evaluation by farmers of agriculture-related  
UN agencies and CGIAR centres. 
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•	�� Identify policy spaces and priorities, working with farmers, their 
associations and other CSOs at local, national and regional levels 
in order to secure official support for farmer seed systems in laws, 
policies, programs, budgets and projects. 

•	� Support research on effective policy and legal mechanisms and 
incentives to support farmers and their organizations to make the 
best use of agricultural biodiversity and to have their voices and 
choices recognized and taken into consideration. 

COMMUNITY SEED SYSTEMS

•	� Support participatory, transdisciplinary research in which farmers 
collaborate on equal footing with researchers and in which 
traditional knowledge and scientific knowledge are combined. 

•	� Support research on novel ways to make markets work for the 
custodians of agricultural biodiversity. 

•	� Support research on direct nutritional benefits of diversified food 
production, diversified diets, and the enhanced nutritional value of 
farmers’ varieties and wild and semicultivated foods. 

•	� Support research on seed-network-building methodologies and 
strategies.

•	� Support research on the functional contribution of seed diversity 
to agroecosystems properties, including the provision of regulating, 
supporting, provisioning ecosystem services.

•	�� Support research on the characterization of genetic resources 
adapted to local conditions.

•	� Support research on low cost seed conservation technologies. 

INTERNATIONAL/NATIONAL:  

EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

CAPACITY-BUILDING AND TRAINING

•	� Strengthen knowledge exchange and networking at the community, 
regional, national and international level, both farmer-to-farmer 
and among organizations and institutions via networking and 
relationship-building to develop a common understanding. 

•	�� Identify “champions” from different organizations at district and 
provincial levels (university lecturers, researchers, technicians 
and farmers) and train them on the job as innovation facilitators/
brokers. Facilitate a learning cycle with stakeholders.

•	� Organize study, and exchange of experience between seed-keeping 
farmers of different regions through mobile seminars and meetings. 

•	� Introduce local farmers to the best practices in other countries for 
creating a network of seed keepers, a gene bank, seed funds, seed 
storage, etc.
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•	� Support collaborative partnerships with organic farming, transitional 
farming and farm coaching work, for community based tribal agriculture.

•	� Establish national networks of local seed-saving organizations—
autonomous peasant networks led by people whose livelihoods 
depend on the continued use of peasant seeds.

•	� Create national and regional networks and strengthen existing 
ones. These could be food and agriculture biodiversity management 
networks, farmers’ seed producer networks, community seed banks, 
fruit grower networks, networks of vegetable seed savers, farmer 
bakers, and rural women processors.

INSTITUTIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

•	�� Establish an Office for Farmer Seed Exchanges within the  
FAO Secretariat in Rome to record requests and responses to 
those requests. The office should operate in various languages, 
have a website disseminate print materials.

•	� Reinforce agroecological practices as way to diversify farming 
systems, improve farmers’ independence and family farms’ 
capacity to deal with climate and political change.

•	� Provide technical support to link farmers with public sector R&D systems.

RESEARCH

•	� Work with public health institutions to explore the link between 
nutrition and seed diversity. 

•	� Create a database for farmers on gene banks’ accessions, pests, 
diseases, climate conditions and include mapping.

•	� Shape research by all participants and use it as a tool towards 
planning concrete actions.

LOCAL/COMMUNITY:  

AGROBIODIVERSITY MANAGEMENT AND CONSERVATION

•	� Support baseline assessments of diversity.
•	� Support community based and farmer driven seed systems, including 

in situ and on-farm seed conservation and use, seed banking, and 
participatory applied research (PVS and PPB) aimed at the development 
of a broad and diverse base of adapted plant genetic resources. 

•	� Create a supportive framework for community based diversity 
management initiatives. 

•	� Strengthen farmers’ and community based organizations that work 
to support community based and farmer driven seed systems (i.e., 
seed management, breeding techniques, marketing skills, community 
participation and bottom-up planning and decision making, participatory 
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varietal selection [PVS] and plant breeding [PPB], community seed 
banking systems, seed storage techniques and appropriate technologies). 

•	� Support the launch, spreading, networking and deepening of local/
regional initiatives and the piloting of new innovations.

•	� Support and link local peasant organizations implementing work on 
agroecology and dynamic management of biodiversity for food and 
agriculture at the field/landscape level.

•	� Research farmer seed strategies and storage by community, climate 
and crops, situated within the frame of climate change resiliency. 

•	� Strengthen cultural practices and traditional knowledge that 
supports the use of diversity in a production.

•	� Support adding value at the local level through processing and 
marketing local varieties in local and regional markets via markets, 
seed and food fairs, and urban-rural linkages.

•	� Organize scientists and seed-growing farmers’ meetings, field 
days, field schools, trainings, round tables, and the publication of 
recommendations, brochures, and manuals, etc. 

•	� Create networks of local farmers engaged in the production of seeds, 
such as seed keepers’ networks, associations, cooperatives, women’s 
groups, men’s groups in villages, and the regional and district level. 

•	� Support smallholder farmers to have greater connectivity to the 
markets—both to access new technology, credit, insurance, and to 
market excess production.

LOCAL/LANDSCAPE AND REGIONAL:  

EDUCATION/KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

•	� Support the creation of and strengthening of existing national 
and regional networks of practitioners in the management of 
biodiversity for food and agriculture, such as farmers’ seed 
producer networks, fruit grower networks, vegetable seed savers, 
farmer bakers, and rural women processors. 

•	� Develop competencies, capabilities and capacities so that great 
ideas become practical tools to improve local seed systems. 

•	� Strengthen the brokering capacity in individuals and organizations 
and link informal and formal seed sectors. 

•	� Enhance farmers’ access to seeds and information on various 
cultivars, even in remote villages, by seeding or inputting shops in 
target villages, seed fairs and mobile seed shops. 

•	� Create a local value chain and local market by valuing specific varieties 
as healthy food. Farmers can be encouraged to add these to their 
existing portfolio, improving family nutrition and income generation. 

•	�� Identify appropriate seed growing farmers involved with local 
seed preparation so that they can teach that information to other 
farmers in their community. 
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Agricultural biodiversity: See agrobiodioversity below.

Agrobiodiversity: All the components of biological diversity of relevance to 
food and agriculture. It includes the components of biological diversity that 
constitute the agroecosystem: the variety and variability of animals, plants and 
micro-organisms at the genetic, species and ecosystem levels, which sustain 
the functions, structure and processes of the agroecosystem. Managed by 
farmers, pastoralists, forest dwellers and fishers for many hundreds of gener-
ations, agrobiodiversity reflects the diversity of both human activities and 
natural processes, providing farmers and communities of Indigenous Peoples 
with stability, adaptability and resilience in their farming systems and consti-
tutes a key element of their livelihoods.

Agroecological approaches: Approaches that integrate biological and 
ecological processes into food production, minimizing the use of non-renew-
able inputs that cause harm to the environment or to the health of farmers 
and consumers. It includes making productive use of the knowledge and 
skills of farmers and of people’s collective capacity to work together to solve 
common agricultural and natural resource problems.

Agroecology: The application of ecological principles into the design and 
management of agricultural systems. Agroecology consists of three key inter-
woven facets: it is a scientific discipline involving the holistic study of agro-
ecosystems, a set of principles and practices to enhance the ecological and 
socio-economic resilience of farming systems, and a movement seeking a new 
way of organizing agriculture and the relationship of farmers to society.

Agroecosystem: A system of agricultural production, including all organisms 
and environmental factors within it. With human assistance, this is a stable 
system with circular flows of material and energy.

Agroforestry: The integration of trees and shrubs into agricultural practices.

Agromorphology: The study of the form and structure of plants.

Aichi Biodiversity Targets: A set of 20 targets, grouped in five goals, which 
are part of the 2011-2020 strategic plan of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity.

Anthesis: The flowering period of a plant, from the opening of the flower bud. 

Biocultural heritage (a.k.a. collective biocultural heritage): The knowl-
edge and practices of Indigenous people as well as their biological resources, 
from the genetic varieties of crops they develop to the landscapes they create. 

GLOSSARY  
OF TERMS  
AND ACRONYMS
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Biodiversity: The array of varieties of living organisms in a particular habitat 
or ecosystem, and in the world as a whole.

CBD: Convention on Biological Diversity, a multilateral treaty signed by 168 
countries, which contains specific provisions related to agricultural biodiversity.

CBM: Community biodiversity management, an innovative approach to agricul-
tural biodiversity conservation pioneered by LI-BIRD in Nepal.

CBR: Community biodiversity registers, a method for documenting agricultural 
species, part of the CBM approach pioneered in Nepal.

CBSS: Community based seed systems. See definition below.

CBCH: Collective biocultural heritage.See: biocultural heritage above.

Certified seed: Seed that meets the quality standards of national regulatory 
agencies within formal seed systems.

CFS: Committee on World Food Security, an intergovernmental body housed at 
the United National Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), which serves as 
a forum for review of policies related to world food security. 

CGRFA: The FAO Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture.

CSO: Civil society organization.

Community biodiversity register: A record of traditional crop varieties in 
a community that is maintained by community members and may contain 
such information as the agromorphological and agronomic characteristics, 
agroecological adaptation, special uses, unique traits, place of origin, and 
custodian of the landrace. The method is used to document traditional knowl-
edge on genetic resources and provide defensive protection and/or promote 
bioprospecting.

CGIAR: Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research, a consor-
tium of 15 agricultural research institutions supported by governments, institu-
tions and philanthropic organizations.

Community based seed system: A collective system established by a farming 
community or a group of farmers to produce, save, exchange or sell seeds.  

Community seed bank: The most well-known form of community based seed 
system, a community seed bank (CSB) can take a variety of forms, ranging from 
an informal storage unit for seeds shared by multiple farmers to a formalized 
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institution controlled and operated by farmers to promote the saving, 
exchange and improvement of seed varieties, sometimes in conjunction with 
government agricultural agencies.  

Conservation: The management of the natural and farm environment and its 
biological resources to ensure they are not destroyed in the process of devel-
opment, but maintain their potential to meet the needs and aspirations of 
future generations.

Crop genetic diversity: The total number of genetic characteristics in the 
genetic makeup of the plant species used in agriculture and the close evolu-
tionary related wild species.

Cultivar: A cultivated variety of a domesticated crop plant that is formally or 
informally named or otherwise recognized as distinct. 

Custodian farmers: Farmers who play a major role in the maintenance of a 
wide range of diverse varieties of different crops.

Diversity fair: A gathering of farmers from one or more communities to 
show the range of traditional varieties they cultivate. Rather than giving prizes 
for the best individual variety (e.g., on the basis of yield or size), diversity fairs 
award farmers or cooperatives for the greatest crop diversity and related 
knowledge.

Diversity field fora: Men and women organized in teams (of usually 25-30 
people) by gender to assess crop genetic diversity. This approach takes into 
account that the selection criteria by female and male farmers differs. The 
groups test both improved and local cultivars. Farmers are trained in seed 
multiplication. The seeds of the selected cultivars are multiplied and dissemi-
nated within and outside the groups. At weekly meetings farmers are informed 
about international and national conventions/legislation relevant to the 
exchange of plant genetic resources.

DUS: Distinctness, uniformity and stability; attributes required of a new variety 
in some jurisdictions for granting of certification and breeder’s rights.

Dynamic conservation: Conservation of the biological, agroecological, and 
human cultural processes responsible for the continuing evolution of crop 
diversity in traditional systems.

Ecosystem services: The benefits to humans which arise from healthily func-
tioning ecosystems, such as clean water, habitats for pollinators, and waste 
decomposition.
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Ethnobotany: The scientific study of the traditional knowledge and customs 
of a people concerning plants and their medicinal, religious and other uses. 

Ex situ conservation: The removal of germplasm from the place it arose or 
is found growing, and stored off-site in a gene bank. It also refers to vegetative 
material in in vitro storage or plant accessions growing in living collections in 
a botanical garden or a field gene bank.

Farmer Field Schools (FFS): A group-based learning process used by a 
number of governments and international agencies whereby farmers are 
trained to train their fellow farmers. It was created predominantly to promote 
integrated pest management (IPM).

Farmers’ rights: Term used to refer to the rights that should be identified 
and protected to support farmers’ roles as conservators and generators of 
crop diversity. 

Farmer managed seed systems: Methods used by a farmer or a group of 
farmers to produce, save, improve, exchange and sell seeds. 

Functional diversity: The value and range of traits of the species and organ-
isms that influence ecosystem functioning.

Genetic diversity: The genetic variability among or within a sample of individ-
uals of a variety, population, or species.

Genetic resources (GR): Germplasm of plants, animals, or other organisms 
containing a diversity of characters with actual or potential value.

Germplasm: The reproductive material of individuals, a group of individuals, 
or clones representing genotypes, varieties, species, or cultures, held as acces-
sions in an in situ or ex situ collection.

GFAR: Global Forum on Agricultural Research; has a secretariat based at FAO. 

GCDT: Global Crop Diversity Trust also known as Crop Trust, is an independent 
international organization which exists to ensure the conservation and avail-
ability of crop diversity for food security worldwide.

Global North / Global South: General terms referring to geographic regions 
or countries primarily in the southern hemisphere or northern and western 
hemispheres facing linked or related socio-economic political challenges and 
opportunities.
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Heirloom varieties: Open pollinated varieties or OPVs (see definition below) 
that have been passed down through various generations, and pass on similar 
characteristics in each generation. Heirloom fruits are often propagated 
through grafts or cuttings.  

Hybrid seed: A plant variety produced through controlled pollination in which 
the pollen comes from a different strain or species of plant in order to increase 
certain desired characteristics. Hybrid seeds can be produced in breeding 
laboratories or through low-tech methods such as under row covers in 
isolated fields. Unlike open pollinated varieties or OPVs (see definition below), 
hybrid seeds typically cannot be saved from year-to-year because the second 
generation (F2) does not have the same genetic characteristics as the first (F1).   

IBCHA: Indigenous Biocultural Heritage Area, a concept pioneered in Peru 
which incorporates contemporary science, conservation models and rights-
based governance approaches, including the IUCN’s Category V Protected 
Areas, as well as positive and defensive protection mechanisms for safe-
guarding the collective biocultural heritage of Indigenous Peoples.

In situ conservation: The conservation of ecosystems and natural habitats 
and processes to maintain and recover viable populations of species in their 
natural habitat and, in the case of domesticated or cultivated species, in the 
surroundings where they have developed their distinctive properties. In situ 
conservation of domesticated resources focuses on farmers’ fields as part of 
their agroecosystems. 

Integrated pest management: An ecosystem-based strategy that focuses 
on long-term prevention of pests or their damage through a combination of 
techniques such as biological control, habitat manipulation, modification of 
cultural practices, and use of resistant varieties.

IPRs: Intellectual property rights.

ITPGRFA (or the Plant Treaty): The International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture. Adopted by the FAO Conference in 
November 2001 and entered into force in June 2004. Regulates access to—and 
benefit sharing derived from the use of—PGRFA.

Landrace (also termed traditional variety, farmer variety,  
or folk variety): A crop variety, often harbouring some genetic variability, 
yet with a certain genetic integrity that has evolved in cultivation, usually in 
a traditional agricultural system over long periods, which has adapted to a 
specific local environment or purpose. Farmers recognize its characteristics, 
selected for traits they desire, and usually give it a meaningful name or 
nomenclature for identification.
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Indigenous knowledge: The understandings or traditions that exist in a local 
community. 

Informal seed system: A system of plant variety development, seed produc-
tion, commercialization and exchange that does not necessarily follow the laws 
and regulations issued by the state to regulate the quality of plant varieties 
and seed available on the market.

Modern variety: A crop variety developed by modern plant breeders and 
often extended to other regions and countries; synonymous with a high 
yielding variety.

Nagoya Protocol: A supplementary agreement to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) known as the Nagoya Protocol on Access to Genetic 
Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits Arising from their 
Utilization, providing a legal framework for the implementation of sharing of 
benefits of the use of genetic resources, including plant varieties. 

NGO: Non-governmental organization.

Nodal farmers: Farmers in a community or region who are important sources 
of seeds, information and expertise about growing traditional crops and vari-
eties and as such are multiply linked in a network.

On-farm conservation: One approach to in situ conservation of genetic 
resources, focusing on conserving cultivated plant species in farmers’ fields.

Open pollinated variety (OPV): This refers to pollination that happens 
by insect, bird, wind, humans or other natural mechanisms. OPVs generally 
produce plants roughly identical to the parent plant when they are pollinated 
by plants of the same strain. Therefore, if the plant is kept isolated from other 
strains, the seeds can be saved and planted again, year after year, with roughly 
the same yields. OPVs are also able to slowly adapt to local growing conditions 
and climate from year-to-year. 

Participatory plant breeding (PPB): A breeding program in which farmers 
and breeders participate in all phases (parental selection, hybridization, 
on-farm assessment, selection) to develop new varieties with improved traits 
preferred by farmers.

Participatory plant varietal selection (PVS): The selection of fixed lines 
(stable variety of released, advanced lines or traditional varieties) by farmers in 
their target environment using their own selection criteria.
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Peasant farmer: A farmer who produces crops on a small area of land (typi-
cally under five hectares) for family consumption and for market exchange, 
using family labour throughout the farming cycle. Peasants typically live in 
villages; they engage in face-to-face relations with neighbouring farmers; they 
possess a diverse range of cultural and religious beliefs and practices; and 
they fall within a diverse range of social networks and local organizations.

PGRFA: Plant genetic resources for food and agriculture. 

Plant breeder rights (PBR): Also known as plant variety rights, plant breeder 
rights are rights granted to the breeder of a new plant variety, which means 
the breeder has the control over the exploitation of the propagating material 
of that variety for a specified number of years.

PVP: Protocol on Plant Variety Protection, which contains rules proposed 
by the 19 member states of ARIPO (African Regional Intellectual Property 
Organization) to restrict the use of patented or certified plant varieties.  

Quality-declared seed (QDS): An alternative system for seed quality assur-
ance developed by the FAO for countries with limited resources. It is less 
demanding and less expensive than full seed certification systems.  

Resilience: The capacity of an ecosystem or a species to absorb or recover 
from disturbances. 

Social institution: Complex positions, roles, norms, and values lodged in 
particular types of social structures and that organize relatively stable patterns 
of human activity with respect to fundamental problems in producing life-sus-
taining resources in reproducing individuals, and in sustaining viable societal 
structures within a given environment.

Species: A group of living organisms consisting of similar individuals capable 
of exchanging genes or interbreeding. They share a common ancestor more 
recently than with individuals of related species and have similar ecology 
and morphology. Criteria for species delimitation are not always clear-cut, 
as speciation is an ongoing evolutionary process.

Species diversity: The number and frequency of species, usually measured 
at the level of an ecological community.

SoWBFA: State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture (report to 
be released in 2017 by the FAO Commission of Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture).



Traditional variety: Synonym for landrace (see definition above). 

UPOV: International Union for the Protection of New Plant Varieties, 
a multilateral treaty established to provide intellectual property protections 
for plant breeders on an international basis. Also refers to the intergovern-
mental organization established to enforce the convention. 

Variety: A taxonomic infraspecies subdivision of a species comprising selec-
tively bred or naturally occurring populations or individuals that differ from 
the rest of the species in distinct but minor characters. The term “cultivar” is 
a synonym for domesticated species.

Vegetatively propagated crops: Crops propagated through vegetative 
propagation, such as through genetically identical vegetative parts, such as 
tubers, corms, buds, stolons, or stem cuttings, rather than through botanical 
seed. Also known as clonal propagation.

Wild relative: A non-cultivated species that is more or less closely related to 
a domesticated species. It is not normally used directly for agriculture, but can 
occur in agricultural ecosystems and serves as source of useful genes. The 
category includes the direct evolutionary progenitor of the crop as well as 
less-related species but usually congeneric in the same genus.
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