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2.3 Contribution of Plant Genetic Resource Diversity to Modern 
Varieties 

PGR diversity represents a vast genetic "library" from which we can obtain many useful 
genes. Each variety of plants possesses value to humankind that remains undiscovered, so 
PGR diversity represents a true “resource” which humankind can continue to turn to for 
agriculture, food, medicine, industry and other future uses. 

Specific genes or gene combinations provide valuable benefits including agronomic qualities 
such as resistance to pests, diseases, and drought; adaptations to abiotic stresses such as 
salinity tolerance, plant stature, and other factors affecting productivity; quality factors such 
as higher oil or protein content; as well as culinary and other factors of cultural importance. 
These traits are both important to farmers and of major global significance as they are 
introduced into many modern varieties. 

For example, wild relatives together with weedy species which have evolved over a long 
period of time and have coevolved with pests and diseases contributed greatly to plant 
improvement (Harlan 1981). Plant breeders commonly use wild species as gene donors to 
improve pest and disease resistance among cultivated species. 

2.4 Rapid Decline of Plant Genetic Resource Diversity 

The loss of genetic diversity (also called “genetic erosion”) includes the loss of individual 
genes and the loss of particular combinations of genes. This causes reduced biological 
fitness and increased chances of extinction. 

The 2008 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List states that of 
12,055 species of plants assessed, 8,457 (or 70%) are currently threatened with extinction 
(IUCN 2009). 

Since the 1960s, a significant decline of varieties and plant species cultivated in agriculture 
has led to the rapid loss of PGR that hold lesser economic interest or solely local interest. 
The ongoing erosion of PGR has decreased the intra-specific genetic diversity of many 
crops. According to recent Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (1997) estimates, 
8.75% of the genetic diversity of crop plants was lost in the last century. A survey by the 
ETC group (Erosion Technology and Conservation group) found that approximately 97% of 
PGR have been lost in the last 80 years. 

2.5 Causes of Plant Genetic Resource Decline 

According to the FAO, the causes of genetic erosion in crops are tabulated by country 
below: 

Cause Number of countries
Land clearing 61 
Population pressure 46 
Environmental degradation 33 
Legislation/policy 22 
Pests/weeds/diseases 9 
Civil strife 6 
Overexploitation of species 52 
Reduced fallow 6 
Overgrazing 32 
Replacement of local varieties 81 
Changing agricultural systems 18 

Source: Country report in The State Of The World’s Plant Genetic Resources For Food And Agriculture, FAO, Rome 
1997. 


