
Tanzania’s fields are losing their safety 
nets of plant genetic diversity, due to 
ongoing environmental challenges, 
changing farming systems, and even 
changes in taste preferences. In 
Tanzania, more than 80 percent of the 
population depends on agriculture 
for their livelihoods. In many parts of 
the country, this means subsistence 
agriculture practiced by smallholders 
who have traditionally mitigated the 
risks of extreme weather events, 
pests and market fluctuations by 
relying on the diversity of their locally 
adapted traditional crops. Biodiversity 
constituted a kind of insurance. 
However, as they adopted improved 
crop varieties in recent decades, they 
abandoned their local seeds.  

The Treaty Benefit-sharing Fund 
Project for strengthening the on-farm 
conservation of crop diversity operates 
in eight districts of Tanzania’s most 
drought prone areas. Farmers in these 
districts face a 33 percent decrease 
in annual grain yield due to projected 
temperature increases and rainfall 
decreases. The project recognizes that 
farmers’ use of locally adapted crop 
species has the potential to mitigate 
this situation and works to strengthen 
on-farm conservation. Without well 
adapted crops, these areas of Tanzania 
could be rendered unsuitable for 
agricultural production. 

The National Plant Genetic 
Resources Center of Tanzania 
(NPGRC) received funding from 
the Southern Africa Development 

Community (SADC) Plant Genetic 
Resources Center as well as from the 
International Treaty for this project. 
Activities were initiated to raise 
awareness of district extension officers 
and local farmers of the importance 
of on-farm conservation, and also to 
gather baseline data on the chosen 
crops: sorghum, finger millet, lablab 
beans and yam. 

Seed and vegetative materials 
have been collected for ex situ 
conservation of all the named crops 
plus the project initiated field trials for 
sorghum. The field trials included four 
district extensionists and 40 farmers 
who participated in the on-farm 
seed production and practical plant 
evaluation sessions.
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Tanzania

Strengthening on-farm conservation and use of sorghum, finger millet, lablab beans and yam 
crop diversities for improved food security and adaptation to climate changes in Tanzania

Rebuilding farmers’ safety nets 
through on-farm conservation 

Conserving crops to improve 
family nutrition 
Diversification of local crops offers 
more than yields. Eating a diverse diet 
also provides the variety of vitamins, 
minerals and micronutrients necessary 
for family nutrition and for sustaining 
patients dealing with the effects of HIV 
and AIDS. Thus, this project looks at the 
big picture. It is designed to contribute 
to the overall improvement of food 
security through improving yields as 
well as improving both the nutritional 
quality of the production and the 
livelihoods of the resource poor 
farming communities.   



In just one year…

Project objective I: Generate baseline information 
on useful traits of local crops and traditional cultural 
practices for crop management and utilization and 
coping mechanisms for climate change.
The project has:
u elaborated a questionnaire and conducted a survey 
with semi-structured interviews with livestock and 
development officers and randomly selected farmers 
in eight study villages representing a cross section of 
agro-ecological zones, 
u documented indigenous knowledge on crop diversity 
management and use techniques,
u documented practices of farmers in managing the 
crops, 
u gathered 105 accessions of sorghum, lablab beans, 
cucurbits, yam and two others tuber species,  
u deposited accessions and shared information on 
local crop management techniques with the NPGRC.

Project objective II: Promote the use of local plant 
genetic resources for improved food security, nutrition, 
health and adaptations to climate change.
The project has: 
u established two on-farm trials for sorghum, planting 
98 sorghum cultivar accessions in experimental plots, 
replicated them and collected data on plant traits such 
as head size, color and flowering,
u provided practical training to 4 extension agents and 
40 farmers on farm seed production and management, 
as a pilot for future expansion of training to other 
farmers and agents in the area,  
u acquired laboratory equipment and prepared 
samples of sorghum and yam for molecular 
characterization,
u developed a questionnaire to be used for 
stakeholder consultations that will lead to policy 
recommendations. 
 

Still to come…

u Establish community seed banks and farmer diversity networks, and produce public awareness materials. 
u Further analyze collected data.
u Conduct on-farm trials on finger millet, lablab beans and yam.
u Conduct molecular characterization for yam.
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