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1. An integrated approach
The International Treaty requests Contracting Parties to promote measures for effective conservation and sustainable use of
PGRFA and establishes transparent internationally accepted regulations for cross-border transfers of a number of the world’s
most important PGRFA for food security for research and breeding purposes.

Conservation and sustainable use of crop diversity are two sides of the same coin in order to achieve the International Treaty’s
overall goal of global food security. Our continued ability to make use of crop diversity requires adequate measures for its
conservation, while the purpose of conservation only remains valid as long as PGRFA keep being used - in a sustainable way.

This linkage is reflected at various points in the text of the International Treaty, including most prominently in the chapeau of
Article 5 which provides that Contracting Parties shall “promote an integrated approach to the exploration, conservation and
sustainable use” of PGRFA. In this sense, the measures to promote conservation and sustainable use of PGRFA contained in
articles 5 and 6 can be understood as a continuum.
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2. Conservation under the International Treaty
The full title of Article 5 reads “Conservation, Exploration,
Collection, Characterization, Evaluation and Documentation” of
PGRFA. By presenting characterization, evaluation and
documentation as integral elements of effective conservation, the
text of the International Treaty links conservation to sustainable
use, as these are key for the subsequent use of collected and
conserved PGRFA for agricultural research and breeding.

In a nutshell, conservation is about finding and bringing together
samples of as much of the crop diversity as possible that is out
there (collection), determining what exactly it is that is out there,
i.e. the identification of the crop variety, its origins, and the
variation in the population (characterization), identifying the special traits of a given resource, the uses the resource might
fullfil and possible threats it might be exposed to (evaluation), and compiling all that information and keeping it accessible
together with the resource that is being conserved (documentation).
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Ex situ conservation

Article 5 highlights the importance to approach in situ and ex situ
conservation in a complementary way. While emphasizing the role of
farmers, indigenous and local communities for on-farm and in situ
conservation, it equally underpins the importance of international
cooperation for the establishment of an efficient network of ex situ
collections.

Ex situ conservation is usually carried out in gene banks and botanical
gardens. Different types of gene banks have been established for the
storage of plant diversity, depending on the type of plant material
conserved. These include seed banks (for seeds), field gene banks (for live plants), in vitro gene banks (for plant tissues and
cells), pollen and Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) banks. The form of ex situ conservation used is largely determined by the
method of reproduction of the species being conserved and the purpose of the conservation and use of the plant material. 
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In situ conservation

In its Article 2, the International Treaty defines in situ conservation as
“the conservation of ecosystems and natural habitats and the
maintenance and recovery of viable populations of species in their
natural surroundings and, in the case of domesticated or cultivated
plant species, in the surroundings where they have developed their
distinctive properties”.

In situ conservation in the strict sense involves mainly conservation of
wild PGRFA in natural surroundings, and on-farm conservation which
can be understood as the conservation of mostly cultivated PGRFA in
the agro-ecosystems where they have evolved.

The Governing Body of the International Treaty has made on-farm management and conservation of PGRFA a priority for the
disbursement of financial resources under its direct control. The majority of the projects supported by the Benefit-sharing Fund
and therefore focus on on-farm and in situ conservation.
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3. Sustainable Use under the International Treaty
Sustainable use of PGRFA contributes directly and indirectly to their
conservation, just as increased and better use of PGRFA provides
incentives for more effective conservation. Conservation is a strategy
for ensuring food security and improving peoples’ well-being and
livelihoods; this requires an optimum use of both the diversity
conserved in ex situ collections and existing on farms and in nature.

Article 6 of the International Treaty envisages a range of measures to
promote the sustainable use of PGRFA, including:

agricultural policies that promote diverse farming systems;
research that benefits crop diversity and farmers;
participatory plant breeding;
broadening the range of genetic material available to farmers;
promotion of locally adapted crops;
support of on-farm diversity; and
reviewing regulations concerning variety release and seed
distribution.
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