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Agricultural Biodiversity:
An Essential Base for Food Security and Rural Development

Kwesi Atta-Krah,
Deputy Director General, Bioversity International

Summary of Presentation

Biodiversity and Life

Biodiversity is Life. The year 2010, is incidentally designated by the United
Nations as the International Year of Biodiversity (IYB). This is in realization and
celebration of the global significance of biodiversity to life and environment, and
on the account of the fact that greater awareness and action is required to reduce
the constant loss of biological diversity worldwide, and to ensure that biodiversity
1s properly harnessed, managed and conserved in support of human development
and livelihoods. The importance of biodiversity is now even more pronounced
given the diverse challenges that humanity is currently facing, for which
biodiversity is part of the solution. These global challenges include climate
change; food insecurity; malnutrition; growing incidence of nutrition-related
diseases; increasing pests and diseases in agriculture and other biological
production systems; and, increasing erosion of cultural knowledge and food
sovereignty rights of local populations.

In this presentation, emphasis will be placed on one component of biodiversity —
agricultural biodiversity - that is most directly related to human livelihoods and
food security. Agricultural biodiversity includes the variety and variability of
animals, plants and micro-organisms, at the genetic, species and ecosystem levels,
which are necessary to sustain key functions of the agro-ecosystem, its structure
and processes (http://www.cbd.int/agro/whatis.shtml).

Importance of Agricultural Biodiversity

The key benefits of agricultural biodiversity include the following:

7. It is a foundational resource for improvement in crop and livestock species; it
is the reservoir of genetic resources used in crop/livestock improvement, either
through conventional breeding, biotechnology or through selection by farmers.

8. It contributes to the resilience and stability of agricultural production systems.
It also regulates environmental variability, supports important ecological
functions, such as soil formation and water cycling, and provides control
mechanisms against pests and diseases

9. It offers the genetic building blocks for developing adaptation mechanisms in
response to changes in the environment. This characteristic is now even more
crucial as a result of Climate Change, and the potential changes in suitability
areas for particular crops. Conserved genetic resources collected from various
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agroecological zones will be important for future exchanges and adaptation
breeding.

10. It provides a ready resource for dealing with the nutrition challenges of human
diets, in contributing the needed micro-nutrients, vitamins and other health
ingredients. Local biodiversity contains a wide and varied range of nutrient-
rich foods and dietary components with important health properties.

11. Properly managed, and linked to appropriate markets, agricultural
biodiversity resources are able to generate wealth and deal with poverty
especially for local people and also for rural economies. It does have a major
role in rural development and in the creation of rural-urban market linkages
in nutrition and health foods.

12. Agricultural biodiversity is also closely associated and linked to cultural
values and social health in indigenous and local communities.

All the above benefits converge in one major area — food security and nutrition

Biodiversity, food security and nutrition

Biodiversity is essential for nutrition, food security and health and offers key
options for sustainable livelihoods, especially for developing countries. Food
security strategies have traditionally focused mainly on basic staples, with
inadequate attention to the issue of biodiversity and nutrition. This has resulted
in the syndrome of ‘hidden hunger’, a situation where there is bulk food available,
but limited in terms of vitamins and key micro nutrients. This is known to have
serious health and socioeconomic implications, for both developed and developing
nations. Biodiversity can help reverse the dramatic increase in diet-related
chronic diseases (e.g. diabetes and cardio-vascular diseases).

Data from recent studies in Africa reveal that many families still use and value
locally-available nutrient-dense foods and dietary components and these are often
1mportant contributors to the seasonal nutrient balance of the families’ diet. The
variety and richness of vegetable foods in Africa and in forests around the world is
little known but vast. Traditional dishes containing vegetables, fruits, legumes
and so-called minor cereals provide essential nutrients, are important sources of
dietary fibre and may have specific glucose-lowering, lipid-mediating and disease-
reducing functions. They and the foods derived from them are often lower in
energy compared to staples such as rice, wheat, vegetable oils and sugar which
are increasingly over-consumed by rich and poor alike. The health benefits of
consuming a wide variety of different foods go beyond simple macro and micro
nutrients. Plant foods also contain functional properties such as: gastrointestional
function, antioxidants, glycemic control, eyesight, antibiotic, immunostimulant,

nervous system, detoxification, and anti-inflammatory or anti-gout.

Biodiversity Neglect and Loss
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Despite the fundamental contribution of agricultural biodiversity to meeting
human needs and development goals, global trends indicate that these resources
are often not strategically used, managed and/or conserved in a sustainable way.
Development paradigms have often been explored and implemented with
inadequate concerns on the issue of biodiversity use and enhancement. This is
true both within agriculture and in general development. Indeed, the rush
towards accelerated development and advancement has in most cases been
conducted in ways that result in massive biodiversity loss, often with serious
consequences. Globally and nationally, there is a growing and worrying trend
towards dietary simplification and the erosion of biodiversity in ecosystems. This
twin situation undermine the adaptive resilience of food systems; limit the sources
of nutritional components that can contribute to better nutrition and more secure
livelihoods; and exposes humans to new health and environmental challenges.

Conclusion

There is need for a re-awakening on the potential of biodiversity for life and
environment. Agricultural biodiversity needs to be valued as an essential element
for food and nutrition security and for human livelihoods. Mainstreaming
agricultural biodiversity and dietary diversity into national policies, rural
development, and research and development strategies will help in addressing the
Millennium Development Goal No. 1 on reducing hunger and poverty, and also
other MDGs, such as those dealing with child mortality, HIV-Aids, and improving
maternal health. Conservation and use of agricultural biodiversity is an essential
tool for adaptation to climate change and in mitigation.

Bioversity International (http://www.bioversityinternational.org/) works with

partners to mobilize and mainstream the existing biodiversity of traditional food
systems which is seen as constituting a frontline tool against food insecurity,
hunger, malnutrition and diet related chronic diseases. With our partners, we
undertake research aimed at improving people's lives through the use and
conservation of agricultural biodiversity. The JAICAF International Symposium
on “Food, Agriculture, Livelihood and Biodiversity” is clearly part of the needed
“re-awakening”. It is also in line with the International Year of Biodiversity, and
directly in line with the priority research orientation of Bioversity International.

It is anticipated that this international symposium will open doors of collaboration
between JAICAF and Bioversity and other like-minded organizations, towards
collaboration in Biodiversity for Rural Development and Food and Nutritional
Security.





