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Bioversity International and China
Background
China is one of the global centres of
agricultural biodiversity that continues to
depend on agricultural production as an
important sector of its economy. The country
makes use of about 10,000 plant species
to supply food, medicines and industrial
materials, including oils. Over its long
history, China has seen not only the early
domestication of several crops but also the
subsequent development of crop landraces
by generations of farmers.
The vast expanse of the country
encompasses several different kinds of
growing environments, which is reflected
in the unique diversity of these landraces.
They contain characteristics such as disease
resistance, stress tolerance and other traits
that are important to improve crops and
equip them to cope with future challenges,
but as in many other parts of the world,

agricultural intensification and changes in
land use have resulted in the loss of much
diversity from farmers’ fields. However, China
has recognized the need to conserve this
agricultural biodiversity and make it available;
about 80% of the 420,000 accessions in the
National Genebank of China are landraces.
Bioversity International and China have
collaborated on the conservation and
use of agricultural biodiversity since the
1970s. Starting in 1984, China made annual
contributions to Bioversity International’s
research agenda and in 1988 Bioversity
International and the Chinese Academy
of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS) signed
a Memorandum of Understanding to
collaborate on agricultural science and
technology. Bioversity International
established an office for East Asia in Beijing
and since then collaboration with China
has strengthened, resulting in important
achievements in the conservation and use of
crop genetic resources.

Past collaborations and
achievements
National conservation system established

Top photo: Farmer walking in a field
of barley, Yunnan, China.
Credit: WSU/T.Murray
Bottom photo: Germination room at
the China National Genebank. Credit:
Bioversity International/C.Xu

In the 1980s, Bioversity International
supported CAAS as it built China’s first
national genebank. The genebank has
become the second largest in the world,
conserving 420,000 plant accessions at
-18°C and 50% relative humidity. With the
support of Bioversity International, China

completed Masters degrees and 2
who obtained PhDs while studing
abroad. Most of the scientists who
received training have gone on to
play an important role in their home
institutions.
In addition to training courses,
Bioversity International has also
helped many young Chinese
scientists to take part in regional and
international meetings on agricultural
biodiversity and share their results
and technologies with international
audiences. These various
collaborations have contributed to
a marked strengthening of China’s
human capacity to manage and make
use of plant genetic resources.
organized more than 10 collecting
missions that resulted in more than
10,000 accessions being rescued and
added to the national collection.
Bioversity International supported
research by the Beijing Botanical
Garden, which is part of CAAS
into implementing ultra-dry seed
storage, an extremely cost-effective
way to conserve conventional
seeds. At the same time, Chinese
researchers working with scientists
from Bioversity International
have perfected protocols for
cryopreservation in liquid nitrogen
of fruits such as apple, pear and
strawberry and other species
not suitable for conventional
conservation.

conservation and use of plant genetic
resources.

Sustainable collaboration

More than 400 Chinese scientists
have benefited from advanced
training and Bioversity International
supported 9 scientists who

China’s support of Bioversity
International’s research agenda has
seen a steady increase over the
past 20 years and thanks to close

The Yunnan Academy of Agricultural
Sciences (YAAS) established the first
in situ conservation area for rice wild
relatives and Bioversity International
also worked with the Chengdu
Institute of Biology of the CAAS to
develop management practices to
conserve agricultural biodiversity on
farm in Sichuan.

Strengthening human capacity
In collaboration with several Chinese
partners, Bioversity International has
organized many training courses
at CAAS and elsewhere on the

Top photo: M. Ann Tutwiler giving a presentation at the National Natural Science Foundation of China.
Credit: Bioversity International/Z.Zhang
Bottom photo: Intercropping of faba bean and rapeseed in Yunnan.
This technique is used to reduce pest and disease outbreaks. Credit: Bioversity International/C.Fadda

collaboration with CAAS and the
Ministry of Agriculture, looks set to
continue increasing in the future.
A collaboration with the National
Natural Science Foundation of China
was established in 2009, renewed
in 2015 with a national workshop to
establish research priorities in the
area. The foundation invites proposals
from Bioversity International, CGIAR
and national partners for research
on topics of mutual interest, and
has so far funded four on: Tropical
Race 4 (TR4) of Panama disease,
which threatens banana production,
rice-fish production systems and
local management of agricultural
biodiversity. This support will
continue in the future.
Bioversity International’s regional
office has increased its role in
resource mobilization in China.
In 2005, Bioversity International
and CAAS established a Centre of
Excellence on agrobiodiversity to
strengthen collaboration (see box).
CAAS equipped the centre with
research facilities so that it can fulfil
its role as a platform for research
collaboration.
In 2013, Bioversity International
established a project office in the
Yunnan Academy of Agricultural
Sciences and a senior scientist is
based there to strengthen research
on TR4 on banana in China and
South-east Asia.

The CAAS–Bioversity International Centre of
Excellence for Agrobiodiversity Research and
Development
This centre is a joint initiative, established in April 2005, and aims
to promote the conservation and use of agricultural biodiversity for
sustainable livelihoods.
It is based at the Institute of Crop Science of CAAS in Beijing, has a
branch at Yunnan Agricultural University in Kunming and a training
centre at Huazhong Agricultural University in Wuhan.
The Centre has implemented research programmes on agricultural
biodiversity in the context of whole agroecosystems, with a focus
on:
• Improving the understanding of agricultural biodiversity as
a system, assessing the value of agricultural biodiversity,
particularly underutilized crops, and making useful materials
available to farmers
• Promoting the development and transfer of technologies and
information on the use of agricultural biodiversity, particularly
crop genetic resources, at regional, national and community
levels
• Advancing human and institutional capacity to access relevant
knowledge and materials and effectively manage agricultural
biodiversity
• Studying policies on agricultural biodiversity conservation and
use, to provide a scientific basis for policymaking at national,
regional and global levels
• Implementing the Global Plan of Action and fulfilling
international commitments to the global effort on conservation
and exchange of agricultural biodiversity under the International
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture.

In 2016, two Memoranda of
Understanding were signed. One
establishes a regional training
centre on forest genetic resources,
supported by Bioversity International,
the Chinese Academy of Forestry and
China Happy Ecology Industrial Co.,
Ltd., a Chinese private sector partner.
The other is with the Guangdong
Academy of Agricultural Sciences
to work on banana germplasm
evaluation and breeding.

M. Ann Tutwiler meeting Prof. Jiayang Li, Vice Minister of Agriculture and President of CAAS.
Credit: Bioversity International/Z.Zhang

To know more about Bioversity International current collaborations with China,
please read:
Factsheet 1: Disease resistance in banana
Factsheet 2: Integrated banana–livestock production in Yunnan
Factsheet 3: Neglected species from genebank to farm
Factsheet 4: Diversity against pests and diseases
Factsheet 5: Improving resilience and agricultural biodiversity management in Globally Important Agricultural
Heritage Systems
Factsheet 6: Strengthening China’s role in managing forest genetic resources in the Asia-Pacific region

Factsheet 7: Site visit – Hani Rice Terraces in Honghe
Factsheet 8: Site visit – Integrated banana–pig production
Factsheet 9: Site visit – Disease resistance in banana

Inauguration ceremony for Bioversity International–YAAS Joint Research Team, Janaury 2015. Credit: Bioversity International/S.Zheng

Contacts:
Bioversity International is a CGIAR Research Centre.
CGIAR is a global research partnership for a
food-secure future. www.cgiar.org
Bioversity International is registered as a 501(c)(3)
non-profit organization in the US. Bioversity International
(UK) is a Registered UK Charity No. 1131854.
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