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During the period 1995 to 2050, the world's population is projected to increase by some 72 percent, 

from 5,700 million to 9,800 million people. These demographic changes mean that food 

requirements of developing countries as a whole may have to double in terms of plant-energy by 

2050. Therefore, it is necessary to produce affordable, nutritive, safe and healthy food more 

efficiently and sustainably. Modern agriculture has achieved much over the past century. Of the 

estimated 805 million people experiencing chronic hunger globally, around three quarters live in 

rural areas and are overwhelmingly dependent on agriculture for their food and livelihood. 526 

million people in Asia and the Pacific (65% of total) are impacted by hunger, being highest in the 

world. Most of them live in South Asia. 

 

Fortunately, the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations has predicted that hunger 

and poverty levels are likely to decrease considerably by 2030, if we successfully achieve the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Agriculture in general and agrobiodiversity in particular 

can significantly contribute  in achieving five SDGs namely ‘No poverty’ (SDG1), ‘Zero hunger’ 

(SDG2), Good health and Wellbeing (SDG3) ‘Climate action’ (SDG13), and ‘Life on land’ 

(SDG15). But, at the same time agriculture is facing bigger threat now than ever before on account 

of degradation of natural resources, especially land and water, besides the adverse impact of global 

climate change. The changes in agricultural production that will result from the changing 

production environments and the increased demand will be substantial and possibly dramatic. 

Increasingly, there are calls for the development of a more sustainable agriculture and for food and 

agricultural production practices that respond to concerns about the environment. Hence, achieving 

multiple SDGs without compromising economic development especially on food front would 

require new set of policies, institutional reforms and additional investments in agriculture sector. 

 

Agrobiodiversity includes all the components of biological diversity of relevance to food and 

agriculture as well as the variety and variability of animals,  plants and micro-organisms, at the 

genetic, species and ecosystem levels that sustain the functions, structure and processes of the 

agro-ecosystem. Maintained by farmers, rural communities and indigenous peoples, the nature and 

character of agrobiodiversity in agro-ecosystems reflects the interactions between people, their 

environment and their available biological diversity. The continued use and adaptive management 

of agrobiodiversity is central to sustainable production to improving the livelihoods, food security, 

and health of poor farmers throughout the world. Significant agrobiodiversity has already been lost 

from many production systems leaving them impoverished, vulnerable, dependent on external 

inputs and increasingly unsustainable. However, much of the agrobiodiversity in remote mountain 

areas is still being used by traditional agricultural communities that depend on agrobiodiversity for 

their livelihoods. In this role they act as custodians of a diversity of crops, forages, livestock, 

agroforestry products, and fish, and the other plant, animal and microbial species found in and 

around their production areas that are managed and maintained to provide food, fuel, medicine and 

many other products necessary to their wellbeing.  

 

Indigenous communities at large observe, adapt to and interpret new production environments in 

ways that support the maintenance of the ecosystems in which they live and work, help maintain 

biodiversity, particularly agrobiodiversity and provide ways of confronting the challenges based on 

their own perceptions and experiences and the realities of the circumstances they confront. 

However, they need the support of scientific community, providing new experiences, knowledge 

and materials to help them continue their roles and secure their livelihoods and sustainable 

development.   
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Agrobiodiversity not only provides a ‘portfolio effect’ to buffer risks, it provides landscape, 

species, and genetic diversity necessary for adaptability and resilience in the face of fluctuating and 

variable environments.  The practices and experiences being developed by traditional agrarian 

communities in marginal areas constitute an important element in the strategies to cope with and 

adapt to climate change. Because they are often embedded in local cultures of marginalized 

communities this experience and knowledge is often unrecognized and undervalued. The central 

role that agrobiodiversity will have to play in both adaptation and mitigation the changing 

environments cannot be ignored. However, the information on the importance of agrobiodiversity 

and the ways it is being used by farmers, communities and, particularly, indigenous people is 

scattered and not easily accessible and the roles of small scale farmers are not appreciated.  

 

Many changes in crop production practices and in the crops and varieties grown by rural 

communities have been described as resulting from changes in production environments. These 

include: changes in varieties and the variety characteristics of crops, changes in crops and crop 

combinations, and alterations in agronomic practices. The importance of traditional varieties or 

crops in confronting change is often described. There is abundant evidence that communities and 

farmers are already involved in selecting new varieties or varieties with altered traits and in 

adopting new crops. Thus the development of short duration rice varieties formed part of the 

adaptation strategies of people living in areas where there have been an increasing number, 

magnitude, and duration of flash floods. In Sri Lanka, participatory plant breeding using traditional 

varieties have played an important part in communities’ efforts to cope with post-Tsunami soil 

salinity. 

 

Crop diversification and the introduction of new crops can complement use of intra-crop variation 

when existing diversity appears to be no longer adapted. This may occur as a local or community 

response (as with the increasing importance of grapevine and developing wine production in the 

Tibetan highlands or in Nepal where crop diversification is an identified strategy supporting 

community action. The increasing importance of traditional crops is illustrated by the continuing 

dependence in the Bellary district in Northern Karnataka, India on foxtail millet. The amount of 

rainfall has continuously dropped during the last four years in this part of the country. It was below 

300 mm in 2003. The finger millet varieties grown and conserved by the villagers have excellent 

drought resistance.   

 

Communities seed banks established by various public and private institution in different states of 

country such as Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Tamilnadu, Karnataka, Kerala, West Bengal supporting 

communities with indigenous stress-resistant varieties such as millets, drought- and flood-resistant 

rice varieties, drought resistant native wheats, as well as many varieties of other crops. The Potato 

Park in Peru is a locally managed community conserved area using the model of an Indigenous 

Biocultural Heritage Area (IBCHA) developed by Andes NGO. While not developed only as a 

response to climate change, it provides an important resource for coping with change for the 

communities involved. The park has organised indigenous technical experts to monitor biodiversity 

changes and identify responses and innovations that are consistent with the cultural imperatives 

and livelihood needs of Andean communities.  

 

Bioversity International and partners work to create markets for traditional crops around the world, 

identifying high-performing varieties, improving production and processing methods, 

strengthening market links and conducting promotional campaigns. Quinoa, amaranth and cañahua 

are highly nutritious grains that are able to survive through harsh growing conditions such as 

strong winds and drought. Important for the food security and livelihood of many farmers in the 

Andes, these grains have been displaced by cereal crops, such as wheat and maize, which are 

grown for global markets. In  Bolivia and Peru where poverty rates are high, sales of Andean 

grains increased in our research sites by 81% in Bolivia and 64% in Peru. 

 

In Zambia, we are working with local communities to test a diversity of crops and wild foods with 

potential to contribute to an all-year round healthy diet. This research is supported by educational 
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materials about healthy sustainable diets, as well as a seasonal food calendar that shows which 

foods are available all year round, including the hunger season.Bioversity International has worked 

to develop the value chain of these important crops to enhance their contribution to the livelihoods 

of the rural poor and to strengthen the conservation of the grains’ genetic diversity. Using a holistic 

approach, activities were carried out at multiple levels in order to encourage greater cultivation, use 

and conservation of the crops. Impact assessment revealed a positive effect as a result of the 

project, with benefits shown to Andean grain production, conservation and income. Recent 

research conducted by Bioversity International in collaboration with the Earth Institute has found 

that increasing food supply diversity is associated with lower levels of acute and chronic child 

malnutrition (stunting, wasting and underweight) at a national level. It also found that the diversity 

of national food supply is dependent on the diversity of agricultural production, particularly in low 

income countries.  

 

Bioversity International and partners worked with more than 100 regional stakeholders to gather 

data – geospatial analysis, genebank questionnaires, policy reviews and farmer consultations – and 

agree how the agriculturally-biodiverse region of Mesoamerica can best use its plant genetic 

resources to adapt to climate change. The result is a 10-year roadmap for action, now adopted for 

implementation by the Ministers of Agriculture who make up the Central American Agricultural 

Council and the Director General of the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture. It 

is also influencing national genetic resource plans – Guatemala is currently reforming its national 

seed legislation and starting a project to support farmers’ rights in light of actions contained in the 

plan. Bioversity International and partners are building a comprehensive set of indicators to link 

ecosystem services to Sustainable Development Goals on nutrition, health, water, energy, climate 

and the environment. We are continuously improving a tool that will help decision-makers to 

quantify and map impacts of planned rural development interventions, while sustainably managing 

landscapes and achieving development outcomes: the Mapping Ecosystem Services to Human 

Well-Being for the Sustainable Development Goals 

 

From these discussions, following areas of work seem particularly important: 

 

1. Identification of peoples, communities, areas and agricultural biodiversity that is important for 

achieving SDGs.  

 

2. Ensuring the continuing availability and accessibility of adapted materials varieties, crops, 

livestock breeds etc.) both traditional materials continually adapted through participatory 

breeding and selection and new materials introduced to meet substantially changed production 

conditions 

 

3. Monitoring and managing change at local levels by rural communities 

 

4. Enhancing adaptability and resilience of production systems through support for appropriate 

agricultural practices, social institutions, livelihood options, market value chain, non-farm 

incomes, etc.  

 

5. Strengthening international and national recognition of the importance of agrobiodiversity in 

meeting the SDGs.  

 


