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Executive summary
The report presents the findings of the EU CAP Network Focus Group 
(FG) on ‘Local perennial plant genetic resources in view of climate 
change and biodiversity loss’. The aim was to explore how the 
conservation and use of local under-utilised varieties of perennial 
crops can be attractive and profitable for farmers and thereby 
contribute to biodiversity-friendly sustainable farming under 
climate change. The group brought together 20 experts, including 
farmers, researchers, advisors, and innovation brokers from across 
Europe. The issues addressed included the benefits of local varieties, 
challenges and opportunities for farmers, innovative practices in 
different pedo-climatic zones, valorisation pathways, capacity-
building needs, research gaps, and ideas for EIP-AGRI Operational 
Groups.

The main findings of the FG were:

	› Perennial crops - including fruit and nut trees, vines, berries, and 
certain herbaceous species for food, feed and non-food purposes 
- offer environmental and socio-economic advantages for climate 
change adaptation and biodiversity conservation and use due 
to their adaptability, low-input requirements, and potential 
to deliver ecosystem services. However, many local varieties 
remain underused or at risk of extinction due to the dominance of 
commercial cultivars, declining traditional agricultural knowledge, 
and market constraints.

	› The core benefits of using and conserving local under-utilised 
perennial varieties relate to: 

I.	 Climate resilience: Deep root systems, long lifespans, and 
local adaptation make many of these crops more tolerant to 
drought, pests, and extreme weather, all of which are critical 
traits for farming under climate change.

II.	 Biodiversity and ecosystem services: These crops enhance 
on-farm diversity and deliver ecosystem benefits such as 
pollination, soil conservation, carbon sequestration, and 
habitat for beneficial species.

III.	Economic opportunities: Niche markets, regional branding, 
agrotourism, and product innovation can offer added value 
and new income streams, particularly for small-scale or 
multifunctional farms.

IV.	Cultural Identity: Many local varieties are deeply tied to 
regional food traditions, landscapes, and heritage, enhancing 
their cultural relevance and community support.

V.	 Breeding and genetic resources: Local crops often contain 
unique genetic traits valuable for developing new varieties 
suited to future climate and market conditions.

	› Despite the above, notable barriers faced by farmers are:  

I.	 Access to genetic material: Difficulties in obtaining disease-
free, certified genetic material from gene banks or nurseries 
are widespread.

II.	 Knowledge gaps: Farmers often lack technical training in 
propagation, pest management, or modern marketing tools. 
Traditional knowledge is also at risk of being lost. 

III.	Market constraints: Many local varieties have lower or 
inconsistent yields. Value chains are underdeveloped, and 
consumer awareness remains low.

IV.	Policy and infrastructure: progress is slow due to rather weak 
policy support, limited subsidies for conservation efforts, and 
insufficient coordination between farmers and researchers. 

Nevertheless, opportunities exist in leveraging EU funding, 
integrating farmers into participatory breeding networks, building 
local short value chains, and fostering collaborations with advisory 
services and processors.

	› Innovative approaches and good practices, identified 
and documented from various EU Member States, include  
i) agroecological farming approaches such as polyculture, 
intercropping, and agroforestry, as well as development of 
ecological infrastructure such as hedgerows and terraces, and 
ii) breeding and propagation innovations, including participatory 
plant breeding, community germplasm banks, and grafting 
techniques. Examples from Portugal, Latvia, Greece, and Croatia 
illustrated successful bottom-up initiatives, often combining 
traditional knowledge with scientific support and community 
engagement.

	› Valorisation is a central issue related to the FG’s topic. While 
some respective steps, such as cultivar identification and product 
development, are relatively straightforward, other aspects (for 
example: certification, branding, ecosystem services payment) 
require higher investment and coordination. Additionally, 
strengthening value chains and improving consumer education 
are considered critical to success. Key enablers for valorisation 
include origin labelling, consumer education, collaboration with 
chefs and processors, and better access to niche markets. 
However, challenges such as certification, low yield, and 
fragmented supply chains must be addressed with coordinated 
support.

	› Capacity building was evaluated as a major priority. Experts 
emphasised the need for i) training programs tailored to farmers, 
advisors, and local actors, ii) greater use of demonstration farms 
and peer-to-peer learning, and iii) expanded access to tools 
such as varietal identification services, online platforms, and 
living labs. Traditional Agricultural Knowledge (TAK) must also 
be preserved and integrated into contemporary conservation 
and breeding efforts, while training-related EU programs (e.g. 
Erasmus+) could play a stronger role in supporting education for 
both young and experienced practitioners. The FG also proposed 
establishing farmer-friendly networks and participatory models, 
such as those used in EUFORGEN, but specifically adapted to the 
needs of perennial crop conservation and use.
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	› Main research needs included i) improved germplasm sanitation 
and transfer protocols, ii) socioeconomic analyses of varietal 
adoption, iii) market research for traditional products, and iv) 
digital tools for knowledge transfer. The role of wild relatives in 
breeding programs, genotype-environment interactions, and the 
impact of policy and legal frameworks on on-farm conservation 
was also highlighted. The FG also suggested that the integration 
of stakeholders, especially farmers, into research and breeding 
processes is needed to align outcomes with practical needs.

Finally, the FG developed several ideas for EIP-AGRI Operational 
Groups, including participatory initiatives on orchard regeneration, 
perennial arable crops, short food supply chains, and farmer-led 
demonstration networks. Each proposal responds to identified gaps 
and leverages existing good practices and community capacities.

The FG also underlined the urgency of conserving and valorising 
Europe’s rich diversity of local perennial plant genetic resources. 
These crops can play a transformative role in building climate-
resilient, biodiverse, and economically viable agricultural systems. 
However, realising this potential requires coordinated action 
across knowledge exchange, market development, policy reform, 

and grassroots innovation. The findings of this FG may contribute 
to a roadmap for future collaboration, providing concrete 
recommendations to support the sustainable use of local perennial 
crops within the EU’s agri-environmental strategies.

In conclusion, the FG underlined that local under-utilised perennial 
plant genetic resources represent a vital component of Europe’s 
response to climate change and biodiversity loss. They offer 
pathways toward more resilient, diversified, and economically viable 
farming systems, especially when supported by targeted research, 
training, advisory services, and market development. However, 
unlocking this potential requires coordinated and sustained action 
across all levels of the agri-food chain, from farmers and advisors 
to researchers, policymakers, and consumers. The experts urged 
farmers to embrace diversification, select adaptive local varieties, 
and use their unique traits to enhance resilience and farm income 
as well as to grow their own rootstocks, engage in participatory 
networks, and valorise traditional knowledge through regional 
branding and niche markets. 

Source: EU CAP Network
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1. Introduction
The current report summarises the discussions and views of the 
EU CAP Network Focus Group (FG) on ‘Local perennial plant genetic 
resources in view of climate change and biodiversity loss’. The key 
outputs expected by the FG were related to the main question:  
How can the conservation and use of local under-utilised varieties 
of perennial crops be attractive and profitable for farmers and 
thereby contribute to biodiversity-friendly sustainable farming 
under climate change?

The FG was comprised of a team of 20 selected experts (complete 
list available on the Focus Group webpage), including farmers, 
researchers, advisors, innovation brokers and others, who 
exchanged their expertise and knowledge on the topic.

To begin the work, a Starting Paper (SP) was prepared, serving as 
preliminary material to describe the state of the art and provide a 
general framework for the FG’s tasks. A preliminary survey among FG 
experts was also conducted to collect experts’ insights on important 
aspects of the FG’s topic and prepare the discussions. Furthermore, 
the experts collected case studies (for further details, check  
Annex 1) that were presented and discussed at the first meeting.

Based on the discussion outcomes at the first meeting, the FG 
experts identified six topics on key questions and issues raised 
and developed in the form of Mini Papers (available on the Focus 
Group webpage).

These topics are:

	› MP1: How to conserve local germplasm ‘on farm’ & ‘in situ’?

	› MP2: Benefits and services of local and under-utilised perennial 
crops

	› MP3: Boosting traditional genetic resource use and sharing in 
agriculture: practical steps for farmers and stakeholders

	› MP4: Developing participatory plant breeding for perennial crops

	› MP5: Unique varieties: Unique opportunities – Local perennial 
species valorisation

	› MP6: Conservation and valorisation of potential herbaceous 
perennial arable crops - case studies from five European 
countries

This current report summarises the discussions and presents the 
Focus Group outcomes. 

Source: EU CAP Network

https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity-loss


PAGE 4 / OCTOBER 2025

EU CAP NETWORK EVENT REPORT

2. Local perennial crops in the context of climate change and 
biodiversity loss
The conservation and sustainable use of local under-utilised 
perennial plant genetic resources becomes increasingly critical in 
the context of climate change and biodiversity loss, two of the most 
pressing challenges for European agriculture today. Climate change 
is already disrupting European farming systems through shifting 
rainfall patterns, increasing drought frequency, and more frequent 
extreme weather events. Local perennial crops, due to various 
agronomic traits, such as deep rooting systems, long life cycles, 
genetic adaptation to specific agroecological niches, and often 
low-input requirements, can significantly contribute to agricultural 
resilience and mitigation (FAO, 2023), while they become particularly 
suitable for climate-adaptive and agroecological farming systems 
(Figure 1).

Simultaneously, biodiversity loss is posing a growing threat to the 
adaptive capacity of food systems. The continued replacement 
of traditional varieties by uniform, commercial cultivars leads to 
the erosion of genetic diversity, reducing the availability of traits 
needed for adaptation to future challenges such as pests, diseases, 
and climate variability (IPBES, 2019). Local perennial varieties 
often harbour unique and underexplored traits, including drought 
resistance, disease tolerance, and high nutritional or culinary value 
(FAO, 2023).

These varieties also provide a wide range of ecosystem services, 
including pollinator habitat, carbon sequestration, and improved soil 
health (Beillouin et al., 2021). Furthermore, they sustain traditional 
knowledge systems, cultural identity, and local rural economies, 
aligning with broader EU strategies under the Green Deal and Farm 
to Fork initiatives.

While the EU produced approximately 68.2 million tonnes of 
perennial crops in 2022 (Eurostat, 2024), data on local under-
utilised varieties remains scarce, underscoring the need for greater 
attention, investment, and strategic action.

In addition, non-fruit herbaceous perennial crops such as legumes, 
cereals, and oilseeds, offer strong potential for sustainable 
systems (Batello, 2014), especially in regions with altering weather 
conditions, and areas with severe drought, reduced soil carbon 
content or risk for nutrient leaching to water courses. Respective 
research is advancing, but challenges remain in boosting yields and 
integrating these crops into mainstream farming and markets using 
existing technologies and cropping system approaches. 

Figure 1.	  Key contributions of local under-utilised 
perennial crops to biwodiversityfriendly sustainable 
farming under climate change 

Source: V. Gkisakis, 2025
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3. Benefits of local under-utilised perennial varieties in adapting to 
climate change and maintaining biodiversity
The main benefits for farmers in conserving, using and valorising 
different local perennial crops appear in Table 1. In particular, 
their conservation may foster heritage pride, genetic diversity, 
and promote rural development, while their use enhances farm 
diversification, climate resilience, and the provision of ecosystem 
services. 

Their valorisation can also boost regional identity, tourism, and 
product uniqueness. Overall, the above can support sustainable 
agriculture and economic opportunities.

Table 1.	 Benefits for farmers in conserving, using and 
valorising local under-utilised perennial crops

Aspects Benefits

	› Pride of heritage 
maintenance 

	› Additional income (if 
paid)

	› Part of network with 
research sector 

	› 	Acknowledgement of 
farmers’ input

	› 	Prevention of genetic 
erosion

	› 	Rural development of 
conservation areas

	› 	On-farm 
diversification and 
biotic stresses

	› 	More ecosystem 
services

	› 	Climatic resilience

	› 	Lower inputs

	› 	Potential adaptation 
to abiotic and biotic 
stresses (climate, pests, 
etc.)

	› 	Genetic resources for all 
farming scenarios

	› 	Smaller environmental 
footprint

	› 	Unique character of 
products

	› 	Develop rural areas & 
tourism

	› 	Development of new 
products

	› 	Support recognition of 
regional identity

	› 	Diversifying production

	› 	Recognition for 
agroecosystem and 
biodiversity maintenance

These benefits can be clustered under the following broader 
categories, taking into account aspects of climate change and 
biodiversity loss:

Climate change adaptation, resilience and mitigation

Local under-utilised perennial crops are inherently adjusted to local 
micro-climates, becoming resilient to environmental stresses such 
as drought. These include benefits related to the conservation and 
use of these crops for climate and agroecosystem-related resilience, 
adaptation to environmental stresses, reduced environmental 
footprint and availability of genetic resources for various farming 
scenarios. 

Such benefits were highlighted in several FG case studies (listed in  
Annex 1).

Agroecosystem diversification

Cultivation of local under-utilised varieties by farmers increases 
agricultural diversity and enhances important services (pollination, 
pest control), while it allows varieties to keep evolving within their 
natural habitats. This is related to the main benefit of on-farm 
diversification and the respective provision of ecosystem services.

Low-input farming

Many local perennial crops are adapted to conditions of minimal 
agricultural inputs, e.g. synthetic fertilisers or pesticides, becoming 
appropriate for agroecological farming systems and methods. This 
was recognised as a main benefit arising from their use. 

Genetic resources & breeding

Local perennial crops are regarded as critical resources for farmers 
and breeders to develop new resilient varieties with desirable traits 
to meet current and evolving challenges. This has become an 
opportunity for breeding under participatory frameworks, adapted 
to local conditions by detecting valuable agronomic traits. 

Cultural & economic importance

Cultural and culinary significance are frequently connected to local 
under-utilised perennial crops delivering added market value (e.g. 
through Protected Designation of Origin (P.D.O.), and local products, 
gastronomic tourism) and by re-inventing branding and creating 
novel products. Additionally, novel products may be “re-invented” 
by taking advantage of the potential increased nutritional value 
and by diversifying production. Consumers’ education is also 
considered important for delivering valorisation of these crops, 
while opportunities of diversification of activities arise (e.g., tourism), 
which may support the maintenance of the rural population. 
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The Mini Paper summarising the ‘Benefits and services of local 
and under-utilised perennial crops’ was prepared by FG members, 
highlighting how these crops provide multiple benefits for farmers 
and the environment, in terms of biodiversity, climate resilience, and 
low-input farming. Their traits (e.g. drought tolerance, pest resistance, 
and cultural relevance) contribute to ecosystem services and regional 
identity. Culturally, they are linked to regional food traditions and 
rural identity. Their use can also stimulate short value chains and 
local economies, particularly through niche markets & processed 
products. Despite declining use, these crops offer strong potential 
for sustainable production and rural development, especially through 
short supply chains and the valorisation of traditional knowledge.

Source: EU CAP Network
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4. Challenges and opportunities for farmers
Main barriers, challenges and opportunities for farmers appear in 
Table 2 (including the specific ones for fruit crops, grapevine and 
olive; see Annex 2). Key barriers included the lack of knowledge, 
funding, and market access. Challenges involve maintaining 
standards, climate adaptation, and consumer awareness. 
Opportunities include EU funding, participatory breeding, niche 
markets, and agro-tourism, fostering sustainability and rural 
development.

The above highlights several multidimensional issues, related to 
farming, research, and market-related aspects, clustered as follows:

Genetic erosion & biodiversity loss

Local under-utilised perennial crops are often overlooked in 
breeding programs, as related studies are relatively rare. Further, 
the conservation of the genetic material of these crops is often 
neglected, particularly in regions with scarce financial and 
technical resources. Opportunities are recognised in their use 
for diversification of production, development of agroforestry 
systems and eventually for valorisation by receiving recognition 
for agroecosystem and biodiversity maintenance.

Traditional Agricultural Knowledge (TAK) and formal training

TAK is a main issue raised by the FG experts, as it encourages farmers 
to cultivate and maintain such crops in their natural ecosystems, 
ensuring their genetic diversity and adaptability to changing 
climates (Brush, 2000). Farmers’ knowledge, associated with the 
agronomic aspects of using these crops, is frequently neglected due 
to the dominance of modern, industrialised farming practices that 
do not fit in with non-competitive varieties. Furthermore, farmers 
frequently lack access to formal agricultural training services which 
provide technical knowledge on how to conserve and use such crops 
sustainably.

Market and Economic Constraints

Limited market demand for local under-utilised varieties of perennial 
crops is common due to consumers being unfamiliar with them, and 
limited promotion. 

Additionally, the absence of a proper supply chain, as well as 
infrastructure for processing or value-adding, may limit the 
economic viability of these crops,  reducing the incentive for farmers 
to select them.

	› Important priorities

Figure 2 summarises the most important aspects to strengthen 
the conservation and use of local under-utilised perennial plant 
genetic resources, in view of climate change and biodiversity loss. 
The enhancement of the value chain for local perennial crops and 
market access for respective products is the most important priority, 
followed by the enhancement and promotion of related sustainable/
agroecological farming practices, strengthening training and 
other resources for farmers, and advancing related research 
and innovation. Other issues also emerged, including access to 
markets, the education of consumers, and the connection between 
researchers and farmers and other stakeholders.

Source: V. Gkisakis, 2025

FG members prepared the Mini Paper 'How to conserve local perennial 
germplasm (LG) "on farm" and "in situ" which highlights the urgent 
need to strengthen the conservation of local landraces, cultivars, and 
crop wild relatives threatened by climate change, genetic erosion, and 
declining traditional practices.

The paper identifies four key areas of action:

I. improved identification and characterisation, including the use of 
DNA fingerprinting to resolve synonym and homonym issues;

II. establishment of phytosanitary standards and harmonised 
protocols for safe germplasm exchange;

III. better linkage between ex situ gene banks and on-farm 
conservation; 

IV. deeper involvement of farmers and communities in conservation 
activities.

Figure 2.	Results of Focus Group’s experts survey, prioritising the most important aspects of conservation and use 
of local under-utilised perennial plant genetic resources, in view of climate change & biodiversity loss
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5. Innovative practices, approaches and methodologies in different 
pedo-climatic areas
Both good and innovative farming approaches and methodologies 
were defined by the FG experts (Figure 3). A full collection of case 
study initiatives from participating experts’ countries was presented 
in the 1st FG meeting. 

These included, among others, examples of good practices, inspiring 
success stories, and approaches and methodologies for maintaining 
and cultivating local under-utilised perennial crops, under various 
pedo-climatic areas. 

The main highlighted practices were clustered in i) agronomic 
practices, and ii) breeding and propagation-related practices. 
These were prioritised by the FG experts (in the order appearing 
below), who also assessed the ease of implementation, scoring 
from 1 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult), the necessary time scale 
of implementation (Short-Mid-Long term), and the investments 
required.

Figure 3.	Results of Focus Group experts survey, suggesting good farming practices to enhance conservation and 
sustainable use of local under-utilised perennial crops in view of climate change and biodiversity loss (Green colour 
for clustering agroecological and purple for breeding and propagation-related practices)

	› Agronomic practices

Polyculture

Cultivation of a multitude of perennial crops simultaneously mimics 
natural ecosystems and can help reduce pest pressures, improve 
soil health, and increase biodiversity. Polyculture can be applied in 
the perennial farming systems of different pedo-climatic conditions. 

Box 1 presents the example of apple varieties on São Miguel Island 
(Portugal), where polyculture is taken into account in conservation 
efforts.

Easiness of implementation: 3/4; Temporal scale: Long term; 
Investment required: agronomic knowledge, financial, market 
aspects.

Source: V. Gkisakis, 2025

 

Box 1: São Miguel island Apple varieties – Conservation and Cultivation (Portugal)

The Furnas LandLab project, located on San Miguel Island in the Azores, aims to 
preserve and enhance the site’s agronomic, environmental, and socio-economic values. 
Besides the cultivation of traditional apple varieties, emphasis is given to promoting 
sustainable agriculture. Mixed cultures is one of the aspects which is promoted by 
incorporating smaller crops, such as legumes between apple trees, which act as 
green manure, delivering several ecosystem benefits, such as enhancing soil fertility.  
More information: download posters

More information: Link 

(Copyright: Furnas LandLab)

https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/events/focus-group-local-perennial-plant-genetic-resources-view-climate-change-and-biodiversity
https://www.azores.gov.pt/Gra/FurnasLandLab
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Intercropping

Local perennial crops with annuals or other perennials optimise 
land use and provide multiple harvests while they provide important 
agroecosystem services, such as conserving the soil and reducing 
the need for synthetic inputs. 

Easiness of implementation: 3; Temporal scale: Medium term; 
Investment required: agronomic knowledge, financial, market 
aspects.

Agroforestry systems

Referring to the systemic integration of trees with annual crops 
so as to increase crop biodiversity at the farm level, soil structure, 
and enhance water retention, local under-utilised perennial crops 
are considered most appropriate for the development of such an 
agroecological farming system, owing to specific traits. 

Easiness of implementation: 3; Temporal scale: Long term; 
Investment required: agronomic knowledge, spatial (farm level), 
financial, market aspects.

Ecological infrastructure 

Local under-utilised perennial crops appear to be suitable for 
formulating agroecological infrastructures in agroecosystems 
supporting biodiversity enhancement and reducing erosion. The 
main examples include the formation of field margins and hedges 
with wild fruit trees and flower strips, as well as stone terraces and 
others.

Easiness of implementation: 2; Temporal scale: Short term; 
Investment required: Spatial (farm level), financial.

Other respective agronomic practices prioritised by the experts 
included:

I.	 Cover crops used to enhance soil protection and fertility  
(e.g. legumes and cereal mixtures), 

II.	 Alley cropping as an agroforestry practice to integrate trees or 
shrubs into crop production systems by planting them in rows, 
with alleys in between where agricultural crops are grown; a 
successful example comes from Tuscany, Italy, where farmers 
combine rows of Castanea sativa (sweet chestnut) with strips 
of aromatic herbs, e.g. lavender and thyme. 

III.	Foodscaping, the practice of integrating edible plants into 
ornamental landscaping.

	› Breeding and propagation practices

Participatory Plant Breeding

This involves the collaborative relationship between professional 
plant breeders or researchers, farmer-breeders, and other 
stakeholders, to share and leverage knowledge, decision-making 
and resources in breeding efforts. This can be related to farmers’ 
community-supported germplasm collections and banks, as a main 
starting point for involving farmers in conservation and evaluation 
efforts. On-farm trials and multiple-site testing were also considered 
in the above framework. An example from Latvia is described in 
Box 2. 

Easiness of implementation: 4/5; Temporal scale: Long term; 
Investment required: temporal, financial.

A Mini Paper on ‘Developing Participatory Plant Breeding for 
Perennial Crops’ was developed by FG members to explore how 
farmers and researchers can co-develop resilient, locally-adapted 
perennial varieties. Its main outcome stresses the solutions that this 
approach offers to challenges, such as long breeding cycles, limited 
stakeholder coordination, and the need for site-specific traits. 

Key related actions include:

i. farmer involvement in breeding decisions and field trials,

ii. shared platforms and evaluation protocols,

iii. verified germplasm distribution, and

iv. long-term collaboration through agreements.

 

Box 2: Heritage repository of local fruit and berry crops (Latvia)

The LatHort genetic resource collection is a national gene bank for fruit, berry and 
vegetatively propagated vegetable crops, with hundreds of samples of national genetic 
resources. The institute carries out a full range of germplasm activities, such as 
collection, preservation, research and use. Among other activities, the initiative foresees 
the direct involvement of farmers in activities such as germplasm identification.

More information: Link

(Copyright: LatHort)

https://www.darzkopibasinstituts.lv/en/genetic-resources
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Community germplasm banks

This involves the creation of germplasm banks and collections at the 
community level by farmers and respective groups, and networks. 
The aim is to maintain, increase, and control access to plant genetic 
material by farmers and communities, strengthening respective 
local systems and fostering cooperation between farmers and other 
stakeholders. 

An example of community-led fruit-tree crops is given in Box 3.

Easiness of implementation: 4; Temporal scale: Long term; 
Investment required: Knowledge, temporal, financial.

Rootstock and grafting purposes

By possessing resistance and tolerance traits, especially with 
regard to important diseases, these varieties hold the potential to 
be used as rootstocks or for grafting purposes. 

An example of involvement of local under-utilised olive varieties from 
Croatia appears in Box 4. 

Easiness of implementation: 2; Temporal scale: Short term; 
Investment required: Knowledge, financial.

Distribution of propagating material by Regional/local governments 

The annual distribution of fruit trees to promote agricultural 
production at the local scale is considered a common municipal 
practice. 

If used correctly, this could bring local under-utilised crops into the 
spotlight as a tool to promote their use.

Easiness of implementation: 3; Temporal scale: long term; Investment 
required: Knowledge.

 

Box 3: “Biofru” organic farm (Greece)

Biofru organic farm, in Kastoria, Greece, is a farmer-led example of in-situ conservation 
being part of the “Aegilops” network, working on the conservation of crop genetic 
resources in Greece. The farm is conserving more than 100 local and under-utilised 
varieties of apples and 60 pear varieties, most of them endangered due to abandonment 
by commercial farmers.

More information: Link

(Copyright: Biofru farm)

 

Box 4: Local Action Group “Bura” (Croatia)

An initiative aiming to restore a very old olive grove on the island of Ugljan, Zadar 
County, Croatia, with the autochthonous varieties “Oblica” and “Drobnica”. The olive 
grove’s regeneration emphasises “restoring instead of replanting”. The method therefore 
promoted is grafting, which allows the farmer to manage growth while maintaining the 
tree roots. As such, the younger tree provides more yield in a shorter time than the 
planting of a new tree would provide.

More information: Link

(Copyright: Bura action group)

FG members elaborated on the Mini Paper entitled ‘Unique Varieties: 
Unique Opportunities – Local Perennial Species Valorisation’, which 
highlights case studies from five European countries, demonstrating 
the potential of under-utilised perennial crops.

The Mini paper stresses that these crops offer multiple agronomic and 
ecological benefits, such as improved soil health, drought resilience, 
and reduced input requirements. 

Additionally, their cultivation contributes to biodiversity, climate 
adaptation, and sustainable land management. Despite limited 
adoption, these crops also offer unique opportunities for innovation 
and resilience in climate-challenged rural areas.

https://www.biofru.gr/
https://www.oliveoiltimes.com/production/agronomist-restores-olive-grove-to-withstand-droughts-in-croatia/112156
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6. Valorising local under-utilised perennial plant varieties
Several key aspects were identified for valorisation, from easy 
to difficult, as presented in Table 3 (see Annex 2). Aspects for 
defining cultivars as traditional ones, productivity and availability, 
communication and consumer acceptance, and farmers’ interest 
were evaluated as the easiest for farmers to accomplish. 

Marketing issues (respective strategies, up-scaling, creation of niche 
markets) were evaluated as being of intermediate difficulty regarding 
applicability, together with the education of consumers, involvement 
of industry and protection of local products.

Issues of certification and branding, payment of ecosystem services 
delivered, organisation of farmers, lobbying, income guarantee and 
the promotion of health benefits were the most difficult to apply. 

Valorisation case studies were presented by the FG members (Listed in 
Annex 1) as regional initiatives that can serve as inspiration to also boost 
the use and conservation of local perennial crops in other countries:

I.	 Apple varieties from Sălaj county in Romania, for their 
assessment of genetic and cultivation attributes and 
commercialisation aspects (Box 5). 

II.	 “Mavrelia” local olive variety by Nileas Farmers Group in Greece, 
an under-utilised, local perennial olive variety with unique 
characteristics offering opportunities to promote sustainable 
agriculture, economic growth, and biodiversity conservation 
(Box 6).

III.	Cornelian cherry in Bosnia-Herzegovina through Protected 
Designation of Origin (PDO) processes and the organisation of 
farmers in the association (Box 7).

 

Box 5: The story of apple varieties from Sălaj county (Romania)

In Sălaj county, Romania, several old and traditional apple varieties are cultivated and 
used for multiple purposes. The products derived therefrom are considered to have 
high added value due to distinctive characteristics, culinary and nutritional attributes, 
and their relation to the historic context of the area. So far, the products are sold 
under the common brand “Porolissum food”. They are currently related to agritourism 
initiatives and precision agriculture efforts to educate farmers and consumers. The 
main challenges faced include advancing the drying process and increasing yield.

More information: Link

(Copyright: Anamaria Raluca Deneș)

 

Box 6: Valorisation of « Mavrelia» olive variety by Nileas Farmers (Greece)

Nileas Group of Farmers, in the Peloponnese, Greece, is known for its innovative use of 
local olive varieties, such as “Mavrelia”, an under-utilised, local perennial cultivar with 
unique characteristics such as early ripening. Commercialisation of Mavrelia opened an 
economic opportunity for Nileas through premium marketing, branding and traditional 
olive farming. Success factors include the collective action, market differentiation and 
focus on the sustainability dimension through commitment to organic farming and 
environmental sustainability. 

More information: Link

(Copyright: Nileas Farmers group)

https://natsci.upit.ro/issues/2023/volume-12-issue-23/determination-of-the-nutritional-qualities-and-minerals-contained-in-dried-products-from-different-varieties-of-traditional-romanian-apples/
https://nileas.gr/
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7. Capacity building experiences
Table 4 (see Annex 2) lists the main capacity-building issues and 
needs, along with recommendations from FG experts on how to 
address them. Main issues highlighted were the need for i) training 
programs tailored to farmers, advisors and local actors, ii) greater use 
of demonstration farms and peer-to-peer learning, and iii) expanded 
access to tools (e.g. varietal identification services, online platforms, 
and living labs). Traditional Agricultural Knowledge should also be 
preserved and integrated into contemporary conservation and 
breeding efforts, while training-related EU programs (e.g. Erasmus+) 
could play a stronger role in supporting education for both young and 
experienced practitioners.

Additionally, capacity-building related to the practices suggested for 
assessment appears in table 5 (see Annex 2). It was highlighted that 
agronomic practices require training, cost-effective plant genetic 
material, demonstration farms, and training. 

In summary, the main capacity building issues highlighted were:

Training 

There is a clear need for targeted training programs aimed at both 
farmers and wider stakeholders to build skills related to the use, 
conservation, and promotion of local perennial plant resources. 
ERASMUS+ and similar initiatives should be expanded to include 
not just young farmers but also experienced practitioners and rural 
actors.

Knowledge Sharing and Demonstration

Practical, hands-on learning through demonstration visits, living 
labs, and farmer-led exchanges is essential. Local knowledge must 
be valued and integrated, while informal networks such as seed 
exchanges play a key role in spreading both genetic material and 
know-how across regions.

Tools and Services

Farmers would greatly benefit from free, accessible tools such as 
DNA-based varietal identification and user-friendly online advisory 
platforms. Public funding schemes tailored specifically for farmers, 
along with detailed catalogues of local varieties, are needed to 
encourage uptake and informed decision-making.

Networks and Partnerships

Building up flexible, inclusive, and participatory networks is essential 
for the effective conservation and use of local perennial resources. 
These should actively connect farmers, researchers, and other 
stakeholders through initiatives such as community gene banks, 
village orchards, and cultivar-specific clubs. A coordinated model, 
similar to EUFORGEN but more accessible and farmer-driven, would 
support multisite conservation, ensure consistent tools and practices, 
and provide a clear identity and visibility for community-led efforts. 

 

Box 7: Protection of geographical origin improved the valuation of Cornelian cherry 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina)

Whipped Cornelian cherry jam is a P.D.O. product obtained from the Cornelian cherry 
variety in the municipality of Drvar, Bosnia and Herzegovina. The product is defined 
by a special regulation on fruit jams. The brand name “whipped jam” has already 
become established ,and as such is recognisable as a product created by a specific 
cold processing of dogwood fruit (Cornus mas). Its success factors are related to the 
organisation of farmers in an association, enabling them to protect their interests. 
Challenges related to the ageing of farmers are recognised, together with the necessary 
support from academia. 

More information: Link

(Copyright: BUDI ZDRAV KAO DREN)

https://budizdravkodren.com/
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8. Research needs from practice, and possible gaps in technical 
knowledge
The following research needs and gaps in technical knowledge 
were ranked as most important, according to participating experts 
(a comprehensive table including all Research needs is found in  
Annex 3).

	› Germplasm propagation, sanitation and transfer

Propagation, sanitation, and the movement of germplasm across 
countries remain suboptimal, in particular for conservation and 
breeding purposes. Weak coordination and inadequate phytosanitary 
frameworks hinder safe and efficient exchanges. A pan-European 
infrastructure is needed to improve sanitation methods, transfer 
protocols, and facilitate the secure sharing of diverse genetic 
materials for long-term conservation and sustainable breeding of 
perennial crops (see MP1).

	› Socio-economic factors in the maintenance of traditional 
germplasm

Farmers’ decisions to maintain traditional cultivars are influenced 
by socio-economic drivers that vary by region, including customs, 
market access, and government support. These factors are poorly 
understood, particularly for perennial species requiring long-term 
investment. Research is needed to identify how socio-economic 
conditions support or hinder the conservation of traditional varieties 
and to design policies that incentivise sustainable, long-term 
maintenance of local germplasm on farms (see MP1).

	› Develop a more efficient Knowledge Transfer and information 
system by enhancing digital tools

There is a significant gap in digital tools and information systems 
tailored for breeders and farmers working with traditional genetic 
resources. Farmers often lack access to real-time phenotyping, 
genomic prediction, and data traceability technologies. Enhancing 
user-friendly, localised digital platforms and advisory services would 
support knowledge transfer, especially in remote areas, and empower 
stakeholders to manage complex breeding data and conservation 
tasks more effectively (see MP3, MP4, MP5).

	› Utilising wild relatives in Evolutionary Plant Breeding (EPB) 
networks

Wild crop relatives hold key adaptive traits but remain under-
utilised in breeding due to limited knowledge and weak integration 
into programs. The absence of networks and platforms for their 
evaluation and conservation limits their use, particularly in marginal 
environments where they could have the most impact. Strengthening 
their role in EU breeding and conservation networks would unlock 
their potential for climate adaptation and resilience (see MP4).

	› Stakeholder Integration in the Breeding Process

Limited collaboration between farmers, researchers, policymakers, 
and the private sector weakens the breeding process. When 
stakeholder needs are not integrated, outcomes risk being misaligned 
with practical realities. Increasing participation from all actors 
ensures that breeding objectives are relevant, socially accepted, 
and more widely adopted, improving impact and sustainability in 
agriculture and forestry. Inclusive, multi-actor approaches are critical 
for successful breeding strategies (see MP4).

FG members prepared the Mini Paper “Boosting Traditional Genetic 
Resource Use and Sharing in Agriculture” outlining the key actions to 
better use and conserve traditional genetic resources (TGRs). 

The paper highlights the need for participatory approaches, on-farm 
training, and integrated databases that link genetic, agronomic, and 
cultural information to support sustainable, climate-resilient farming.

A Mini Paper on the ‘Conservation and Valorisation of Potential 
Perennial Arable Crops - case studies from five European countries’, 
edited by FG members, explored the potential of under-utilised arable 
species with agronomic, ecological, and economic potential in diverse 
EU regions. These crops appear to offer resilience to climate extremes, 
enhance biodiversity, and support regenerative, low-input farming.

This Mini Paper particularly underscores the importance of 
coordinated research, breeding, and policy support to unlock the 
multifunctional benefits of these species across climates.
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9. Innovative ideas for EIP-AGRI Operational Groups
Several Operational Groups (OG) ideas were elaborated, which were developed in the following project proposals, together with either the 
challenges addressed, or the solutions tested, in addition to the geographical areas and sector of interest.

Table 6 – Ideas for Operational Groups and challenges addressed or solutions tested

Title Challenge addressed / solution tested Area Sector

Future orchards for future 
foods under climate change

	› Climate change effect on fruit production

	› Establishment of new orchards and 
valorisation of existing ones from a 
participatory approach

South Spain (olives)

Italy/Apennines (grapes)

Northern France (Potential 
new fruit growing areas)

Fruit trees, grapes, olives

Farmer-led demonstration 
farms: created by farmers 
for farmers

	› Exchange, cultivation and on-site 
demonstration of resilient plant genetic 
resources 

	› Peer-to-peer learning

Greece, Bulgaria, Cyprus, 
Italy

Climate change, 
biodiversity

Small farmers’ market 
access

	› Farmers’ support in direct selling and 
marketing (restaurants, internet, farm 
shops)

	› Organisation of local product markets

	› Vending machines as direct selling 
instruments

	› Communication on the additional value 
with brands (good practices, tools for 
farmers, check lists)

 Across Europe 
Small farmers with 
regional orientation

New product from old 
varieties

	› Limited farmer interest to maintain 
perennial genetic resources

	› Involvement of the whole value chain 
(growers, producers, consumers) in 
genetic resource conservation

	› Combination of researchers (food value, 
new products), growers (increased 
profitability), consumers (new taste of 
old varieties, forgotten flavours, new 
applications of known crops)

Across Europe – 
depending on target crops

Agriculture, food 
processing, health 
producers, tourism

Source: EU CAP Network
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10. Conclusions
The FG demonstrated that the conservation and use of local, under-
utilised perennial crop varieties can become an attractive and 
profitable strategy for farmers when linked to ecosystem services’ 
provision, local market opportunities, and policy support. Their 
cultivation supports low-input systems, enhances soil structure, 
preserves pollinator habitats, and contributes to the overall ecological 
stability of agricultural landscapes. Farmers can capitalise on the 
unique characteristics of these varieties, such as distinct flavours, 
traditional uses, and cultural value, by targeting quality-oriented 
local markets and leveraging tools such as origin-based labels, short 
supply chains, and community-supported agriculture. 

The experts also stress that, with the right technical, legal, and 
advisory infrastructure in place, including access to propagation 
material, characterisation services, and participatory networks, 
farmers can combine profitability with conservation, making these 
varieties key assets for future-oriented farming systems.

The FG experts recommended that farmers should diversify their 
production to become more resilient, prepare for climate change by 
selecting adaptive local varieties, grow their own rootstocks to stay 
independent, protect and value local genetic resources, use regional 
branding to reach niche markets, and work with other farmers and 
stakeholders to develop effective conservation and use strategies. 
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Mini Papers
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	› Mini Paper 3: Boosting traditional genetic resource use and sharing in agriculture: practical steps for farmers and stakeholders
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Download all Mini Papers from the Focus Group webpage.
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