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Introduction

 The richness of TK, covering culture, 
medicine, economics, agronomy and others 
is as important as the ability of a scientist to 
select the desired traits in major crops.

 But while the two bodies of knowledge are 
largely complementary, their owners often 
speak different languages   and have trouble 
understanding each other



Understanding farmers’ K

 Will provide an idea of the conservation of plant 
genetic resources in situ and  related  farmers 
preferences



The need of descriptors

 Economic and environmental factors force many 
farmers to leave their communities and move to 
the urban areas

 The traditional knowledge on characteristics, 
traditions and values   of cultivated and wild 
species are often not passed on to the younger 
generations.



What has been done?

Many scientists, researchers and communities 
have documented traditional knowledge, but 
always in different ways, using information 
systems according to their needs and are rarely 
linked to each other

 Therefore, data can not be compared nor 
analyzed



Why TK is important today?

 PGR conserved ex situ may not have evolutionary 
adaptive capacity equivalent to the traditional 
landraces grown year after year in the farmers 
fields (in situ)

 The value of this information is becoming 
increasingly important, as the interest on multiple 
uses of plants, crop adaptation, food and its  
nutritional value is essential



Filling the gap…

 Given the interdependence of the two 
knowledge systems (farmers and scientists), 
there is a need to standardize farmers’ 
methods of describing characteristics, or 
cultural values so that the information can be 
compared from different sources. 



Standards for Farmers’ Knowledge

 A data standard that integrates 
farmers’ knowledge and science

 It is a first attempt to create a 
lingua franca to capture and share 
information amongst farmers and 
scientists and to integrate biology 
and traditional knowledge.



Farmers descriptors

 The list aims to capture key characteristics, 
uses and values of cultivated and wild plants 
as described by farmers and other people in 
farming communities.

 The user friendly language, particularly 
regarding the description of TK about plants, 
is directly linked to ‘passport data’ used in 
genebank collections and can be linked to 
other global crop information platforms. 



Objetive

 First attempt to combine a documentation system 
traditionally used in controlled environments, with 
an approach that involves people and what they 
know on farms

 It is the result of many years of field work 
reviewed  by scientists

 The objective is to have a tool that integrates 
biology and traditional knowledge



Benefits derived  from the use of 
descriptors

 Increased visibility of the farmers’  work and 
scientific validity of their knowledge

 Ability to work across geographical and cultural 
boundaries through consistent documentation and 
exchange of information

 Contribution to the creation of data bases and 
networks on knowledge of farmers

 Create a platform for sharing traditional knowledge



Amount and distribution of diversity

Key questions:
What varieties are found in the farming community?

What are the key characteristics of these varieties as 
described by farmers?

What is the amount and distribution of these cultivars 
in terms of richness, evenness and divergence at 
household and community levels?



Landrace diversity at village level… 
collecting data… the importance of 
methodology… 



How to record site information

1. Country
1.1 Country name
Indicate the name of the country where observation has been made
1.2 Latitude 
Degrees,  minutes, and seconds followed by hemisphere.N (North) or S 
(South) (e.g. 103015S).
1.3 Longitude 
Degrees, minutes and seconds followed by E (East) or W (West) (e.g. 
0762510W). 
1.4 Elevation m asl
Metres above see level
Location of fieldworks ite
Location information below the country level that describes where the 
fieldwork was carried out. This might include the distance in km and 
direction from the nearest town, village or map grid reference point (e.g. 7 
km south of Curitiba in the state of Parana).



What varieties are found in the 
farming community?

*Genus
Genus name of the taxon (e.g. Manihot)
*Species
Specific epithet of the scientific name (e.g. 

esculenta)
Common crop name
Name in colloquial language (e.g. cassava)
Cultivar, landrace name
As generally known



Traditional knowledge about plants

 Main reasons for using the cultivar/landrace or 
wild form 
1 Food security/scarcity 
2 Cultural/religious characteristics 
3 Agronomical characteristics 
4 Resistance to abiotic stresses 
5 Resistance to biotic stresses 
6 Quality traits 



Distinguishing traits used by farmers

Parts of the plant used
1 Fruit 
2 Leaf 
3 Tree 
4 Flower 
5 Crown 
6 Stem/trunk 
7 Seed
8 Root
99 Other (specify in Collector’s notes)



Distinguishing traits used by farmers

Trait attribute 
1 Colour 
2 Shape 
3 Size 
4 Width 
5 Length 
6 Height 
7 Texture 
8 Growth habit 
9 Taste 
99 Other (specify in Collector’s notes)



Farmers preferences

Agronomic traits 
1 Overall appearance (desirability) 
2 Yield 
3 Earliness 
4 Flowering precocity 
5 Long term storability
99 Other (specify in Collector’s notes) 



Farmers preferences

Abiotic stresses 
(Drought, low temperature, soil salinity, etc.)

Biotic stresses
(Diseases, pests, etc.)

Quality traits related to food uses (e.g. Organoleptic
qualities such as eating quality,  taste, texture, 
etc.)



Farmers preferences

Nutritional qualities (e.g. makes people grow 
stronger, high sugar and instant energy, source of 
water, proteins, vitamins, etc.)

Market traits (e.g. Marketability; Transportability; 
Shelf life/storage ability)



Documenting social aspects

Division of labour by gender 
Labour 
1 Sowing 
2 Harvesting 
3 Conservation/storage 
4 Processing 
5 Utilization 

Gender 
1 Predominantly female 
2 Predominantly male
3 Both



Socio economic aspects

Seed supply system 
1 Certified material (formal sector) 
2 Own harvest 
3 Exchanges with relatives, neighbours
4 Exchanges between close villages 
5 Local /regional market 
6 Wild/naturally occurring



Socio economic aspects

Main use of plant 
1 Home consumption (including for animal fodder) 
2 For direct sale 
3 For sale through intermediary 
4 Exchange, neighbour, friends, family 
5 Gift giving 

Main form of market outlet 
1 Local 
2 National 
3 Regional 
4 International 



In summary… 

To have knowledge of landraces we just need to 
identify:

the site, 
the landraces, 
the amount,
the cultural aspects of people and plants,
and social, cultural and economic aspects 



Traditional Knowledge: Link between 
Standards and Farmers’ Knowledge sharing

INTO DATABASES AND 
PORTALS

FARMERS’ KNOWLEDGE

SCIENTISTS’ KNOWLEDGE

STANDARDIZED 
DOCUMENTATION WITH 

DESCRIPTOR LISTS

A Generic Database for Integrating Genotypic 
and Phenotypic Information for PGR

TO SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY
TO FARMING COMMUNITY?



4 challenges in the use of these 
descriptors…

 Too elaborated to be used by farmers 
without external help

 It depends on the willingness of scientists 
to implement the ISE

 A central documentation system is crucial 
for effective knowledge sharing

 Use and abuse ... and intellectual property 
rights..



A recommendation…

 Christensen Fund and  Bioversity 
recommend that when this list of 
descriptors is used for research, the 
researcher is informed about the laws of 
each country and respect the ethical 
code * IP ISE, and will discuss it with 
people and communities involved in the 
research (e.g. Prior consent)

*International Society of Ethnobiology



Conclusion

 The widespread use of this standard ensures 
greater efforts to form local, regional and global 
portal for information exchange that would 
facilitate farmers’ global access to knowledge 
about the cultivars and will bring breeders an 
understanding of the farmers preferences

 This initiative has the potential to contribute 
significantly to the implementation of the 
International Treaty on PGRFA.



Thanks!


