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Plant Genetic Resources Centre/Ethiopia
Backgsound

INTRODUCTION

Ethiopia, with its wide range of agro-climatic conditions, is one of
the centres for the domestication and diversification of several imp-
ortant crop plants. This was first recognized by Vavilov in the 1920’s
and later confirmed by various other scientists. Various concerned
scientists have also indicated that the tremendous genetic diversity
deserves much more attention than it has received so far. There are
large relatively inaccessible areas that are still unexplored that could
serve as important natural reserviors of germplasm. Some of the
areas like Yerer and Kereyu and many other highland regions of Ethi-
opia, ranging from 2600-4000m (8000-12000 ft) have been recognized
as high crop diversity sources but have more or less been neglected
by previous explorers.

The natural conservation of the germplasm of crop species in
Ethiopia may also be attributed to the traditional farming system.
The Ethiopian farmer has consciously of unconscioulsly been mainta-
ining a highly heterogenous population of seed stock for many gene-
rations. The primitive farming methods have hardly interferred
with the continued co-existence of the various crop species and
their wild progentitors. This situation may not continue as the
farmer is now looking for new and improved seeds and is adopting
modern farming practices. While this is one important step in yield
mprovement, it involves the risk of losing the rich source of germp-
asm already in existence. It is a paradox that agricultural develop-
ment is responsible for the loss of potentially valuable genetic material.
This can be resolved only through a systematic effort to conserve the
genetic stock already in existence.

The importance of collection, preservation and systematic utiliza-
tion of plant genetic resources was. recognized by scientists perhaps
‘half acentury ago . Itis only recently, however, that due attention has
been given to the problem.



in 1972 a group of experts from various international institutions
recommended that action be taken to conserve and utilize the world’s
dwingling reserve of crop grermplasm. Among the few countries iden-
tified as important centres of genetic diversity, Ethiopia was accorded
a high priority for the collection, conservation and utilization of crop
germplasm. Plant breeders have already identified highly desirable
genetic characteristics in the relatively few collections they have
made in Ethiopia. These include high lysine contents in either sorghum
or barley and rust resistance in wheat. Some barley lines that were
collected a few years ago in Ethiopia were found to be the only source
of resistance in the world to certain virus diseases. Other characters
for which Ethiopian crops are believed to be important future gene
sources in varietal improvement include earliness, tolerance to drought
and adaptability to adverse weather and soil conditions.

It is this recognition that attracted the attention of national and
international institutions and the subsequent realization of the need
for the establishment of a genebank in Ethiopia.

Initiation of the Plant Genetic Resources Centre /Ethiopia(PGRC/E

The plant Genetic Resources was established in 1976 as a bilateral
technical and economical development program between the Ethio -
pian Government and the Government of the Federal Republic of
Germany. It was formed with the following major objectives :

(1) topromote the collection, evaluation, documentation and scie-
ntific studies of the crop plant germplasm material.

(2) to provide facilities for long term storage and maintainance in
order to make available valuable germplasm to breeding
programmes in the years to come.

(3) to provide materials to be utilized in breeding programmes
aimed at the development of high yielding, disease and pest re-
sistant cultivars with other qualities required of important crops
grown in Ethiopia.

(4) to supplement the Ethiopian crop plant germplasm by crop
plant germplasm of other countries through cooperation and
exchange of materials.



Organization

The plant Genetic Resources Centre /Ethiopia (PGRC/E) is attached
to the National Institute of Agricultural Research for budgetary and
administrative purposes. It receives its guidelines from the PGRC/E
Council which is composed of representatives from various professi-
onally related institutions.

The staff of the Centre is composed of a growing number of res-
earch and supportive national staff and foreign experts (including
short-term consultants).

Activities

The main operational activities of the Plant Genetic Resources cetner
include five major phases :

(1) collection of germplasm

(2) conservarion-maintenance

(3) evaluation and documentation

(4) biosystematic studies

(5) the exploitation of genetic variability

With only two years of effective period of operation, the PGRC/E

has yet to claim major accomplishments in regards to these activities.
The main involvement so far has been in the area of collection and

conservation, carried out on the basis of some well defined priority
of action.

For the collection, priority has been based on the economic imp-
ortance, social importance and the degree to which genetic erosion in
endangering the varieties and or new crops are endangered by natural

disasters. So far some 15,000 samples of the major cereals and pulses
have been collected mainly from the Central and Northern High-

lands and the South and South Eastern parts of Ethiopia. An additional
accession of about 5, 200 sorghum samples collected and maintained

by the Ethiopian Sorghum Improvement Programme was handed
over to the PGRC/E recently.

Staff Training

The training component will continue to be part and parcel of the
manpower development programme of the PGRC/E, so as to insure

the continuity of the activities. Training at high, medium, and low
levels inrelevant areas was given and is still being given with the fund

provided from the West German Foundation for International Dev -
elopment (DSE) or from other West German Institutions.



Resources and Facilities

The Centtre is located in Addis Ababa on a3 hectare site. The new
laboratory-office building was builtata cost of just over halfa million
Ethiopian Birr. Of this amount of money, the German Agency for
Technical Cooperation (GTZ) contributed three hundred fifty th-
ousand Ethiopian Birr while the rest of the cost plus the other facilities
of the Centre include.

(1) cold stores for long and midium-term storage. The longterm st-
orage has a capacity of 25,000 half kg units of seed samples.
The medium storage can accomodate about 15,000 half kg units
of seed samples. Two additional cold stores with a capacity of
180m ? will be installed in the next few weeks.

(2) seed drying-with a capacity of drying about 500 samples of
seed at a time.

(3) field machinery- one tractor with all accessories, combine harv-
estor, planter, and other accessories.

(4) laboratory facilities-for seed testing, for seed physiology, seed
processing, and other facilities for research work.

(5) greenhouse and lath house and miscellancous items will be
installed at the end of this year.

(6) wvehicles - both for field and office use. Six additional field vehi-
cles are ordered for immediate purchase.

(7) collection and camping equipment - sufficient for three teams.
Additional collection and camping have been ordered.

(8) photo laboratory - complete photograhphic facilities have been
purchased.

(9) facilities for documentation and herbarium- all facilities requi-
red for documentation and herbarium will be purchased in the
nearfuture.

Establishment of National and International Relationship

Cooperative work with appropriate organizations all over the world,
in particular with the network of genetic resources centres will cont-
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ribute at large in the salvaging of existing germplasm resources as

well as their conservation and effective utilization in the future. With

this in mind, the Centre is establishing a network of relation-ships

with various national and international organizations vizaviz :

(1) National Crop Improvement Conference (IAR )

(2) The Ethiopian Sorghum Improvement Project, Nazareth (AAU)

(3) The College of Agriculture at Alemaya, Harar (AAU )

(4) The Central Experimentation, Debre Zeit (AAU )

(5) Scientific Phytopatholgical Laboratory, Ambo

(6) N.I Vavilov Institute of Plant Industry, USSR

(7) Akademie der Wissenschafer der DDR

(8) Braunschweing Genebank, West Germany

(9) International Institute of Tropical Agriculture, (IITA) Ibadan,
Nigeria

(10) International Crop Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Trop
ica (ICRISAT), India

(11 Kyoto University, Japan

(12) Germplasm Labotatory, Bari, Italy

( 13) International Board of Plant Genetic Resources ( IBPGR ),
FAO, Rome

(14) International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre (CIMM-
YT), Mexico

(15) Interamerican Institute of Agricultural Sciences (ITACA)
Turialba, Costa Rica

(16) Germplasm Resources Laboratory, USDA Agricultural Rese-

arch Centre, Beltsville, Maryland, USA
(17) The All Vavilovian Plant Industry, Leningrad, USSR

(18) Agricultural Research and Introduction, Izmir, Turkey

In summary, the future involvement of the PGRC/E will be an expa-
nsion of the exploration, collection, conservation, and effective utili-
zation of the germplasm resources both within and without the cou-
ntry. Its future programme is also aimed at developing the necessary
scientific and supportive staff and improving facilities for training
and research in relevant areas.

The PGRC/E is to cater primarily asa nucleus for the above menti-
oned activities in Ethiopia. In years to come it will play leading

role as aregional base for genetic conservation in Eastern Africa and
neighbouring regions.
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