
Expert Consultation 
on Nutrition Indicators 
for Biodiversity
1. Food composition

FOOD AND AGRICULTURE ORGANIZATION OF THE UNITED NATIONS

Rome, 2008

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

Frontespizio.pdf   21/1/08   16:43:00



The designations employed and the presentation of material in this information product 
do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations concerning the legal or development 
status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the 
delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

ISBN 978-92-5-105924-1

All rights reserved. Reproduction and dissemination of material in this information 
product for educational or other non-commercial purposes are authorized without 
any prior written permission from the copyright holders provided the source is fully
acknowledged. Reproduction of material in this information product for resale or other 
commercial purposes is prohibited without written permission of the copyright holders. 
Applications for such permission should be addressed to:
 
Chief 
Electronic Publishing Policy and Support Branch
Communication Division 
FAO 
Viale delle Terme di Caracalla, 00153 Rome, Italy 
or by e-mail to: 
copyright@fao.org

© FAO 2008

Disclaimer.indd   1 5/2/08   12:15:58



Expert Consultation on Nutrition Indicators for Biodiversity iii  
1. Food Composition  

 
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

FOREWORD V 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS VII 

ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS IX 

SUMMARY XI 

1 OBJECTIVES 1 

2 BACKGROUND 1 

3 DEVELOPMENT OF A FOOD COMPOSITION INDICATOR FOR 
 BIODIVERSITY 2 

4 DECLARATION OF INTEREST 3 

5 THE INDICATOR 3 

5.1 Definition of the Indicator 3 

5.2 Food Level 3 

5.3 Food Component Level 4 

5.4 Publication Level 5 

5.5 Reporting 5 

6 RECOMMENDATIONS 6 

 

ANNEXES 

1. List of Participants (Participants, Observers, Liaison Officer            9 
 and Secretariat)       

2. Draft Agenda               13 
3. Main Components for Reporting             14 
4. Template for Reporting on the Nutrition Indicators of Biodiversity         15 

 in the Food Composition Literature 

A. National Level               15 
B. Regional Level               16 
C. International Level              17 

5. Glossary                19 
6. Resources                23 
7. References                25 
8. Support for Countries to Generate, Compile and Disseminate          27 

Cultivar- specific Nutrient Composition Data, and the Relative Priority of  

Obtaining Cultivar-specific Dietary Consumption Data and Extract  

of the Report CGRFA-11/07/10  





Expert Consultation on Nutrition Indicators for Biodiversity v  
1. Food Composition  

 
 

 

FOREWORD 

 
Assessing nutrition and biodiversity together, using a suite of indicators, is at the 
heart of the new Cross-cutting Initiative on Biodiversity for Food and Nutrition, 
led by FAO in collaboration with Bioversity International and other partners.  
 
Biodiversity and nutrition play their parts at three levels − ecosystems, the 
species they contain, and the genetic diversity within species. The aim of the 
initiative is to develop measurement tools and indicators at these levels, 
addressing nutrient composition and consumption of underutilized, uncultivated, 
indigenous foods of plant and animal origin.  
 
Further research is needed to increase the evidence base to fill knowledge gaps 
with better inventories and information on nutrient composition and consumption 
of foods at the species and intra-species level, and within specific agro-ecological 
zones. For nutrition, this means introducing more nutrient composition data on 
biodiversity in food composition databases and tables; developing and using 
dietary assessment instruments that capture food intake at the species and 
variety/breed level; and allowing food labelling that encourages awareness of the 
often unique composition of these neglected, nutritionally-rich foods.  
 
Nutrition and biodiversity feature directly the Millennium Development Goals: 
halve the proportion of people who suffer from hunger; and ensure 
environmental sustainability. In combination, a nutrition and biodiversity 
initiative provides the very foundation for achieving these MDGs.  
 
This document presents a food composition indicator for biodiversity and 
nutrition.  The indicator will contribute to monitoring and achieving the MDGs 
and many other important goals. The ultimate goal, however, is to bring 
awareness of biodiversity to the nutrition sector, and thus help us value, 
sustainably promote and preserve our planet’s biodiversity for food and nutrition 
security for all. 
 
 
 
Ezzeddine Boutrif 
Director, Nutrition and Consumer Protection Division 
FAO, Rome 
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SUMMARY 

 
The development of nutrition indicators for biodiversity is a collaborative 
international process, led by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), together with Bioversity International and other partners. The task 
is part of the work of the Initiative on Biodiversity for Food and Nutrition, which 
was formally established in 2006 by Decision VIII/23 A of the Conference of the 
Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD-CoP).  
 
The initiative was launched on the basis of a recognized linkage between 
biodiversity, food and nutrition, the need to enhance sustainable use of 
biodiversity to combat hunger and malnutrition, its contribution to the MDGs 
(CBD-CoP, Decision VII/32) and the request of the Commission on Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture (CGRFA, 10th session) to the 
Intergovernmental Technical Working Group on Plant Genetic Resources for 
Food and Agriculture to “provide guidance to FAO on how it could best support 
countries, on request, to generate, compile and disseminate cultivar-specific 
nutrient composition data, as well as indicate the relative priority of obtaining 
cultivar-specific dietary consumption data, in order to demonstrate the role of 
biodiversity in nutrition and food security.”   
 
The Expert Consultation on Nutrition Indicators for Biodiversity was held on 
21 October 2007 in São Paulo, Brazil, and assembled 16 experts on biodiversity 
and food composition from 13 countries. The aim of the Consultation was to 
develop a food composition indicator for biodiversity and nutrition. Such an 
indicator is needed with a view to reporting on progress made in biodiversity and 
the generation, compilation and dissemination of food composition data below 
the species level, i.e. at variety level for plants and breed level for animals.  
 
The experts agreed on a set of indicators on food composition to measure progress 
on biodiversity by counting the number of foods with a sufficiently detailed 
description to identify genus, species, subspecies and variety/cultivar/breed, and 
with at least one value for a nutrient or other bioactive component. The indicator 
will be based on well-documented literature, including national, regional or 
international food composition databases and scientific literature. Reporting will 
be carried out through the INFOODS Regional Data Centre Coordinators, FAO or 
others. 
 
It is hoped that this indicator will stimulate the collection and dissemination of 
food composition data on foods at subspecies level in general and specifically on 
indigenous and traditional foods. These data will be useful in demonstrating the 
importance of cultivar-specific composition data, their impact on nutrient intakes 
and the link between biodiversity, nutrition and food security. 
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1 OBJECTIVES 
 

• to identify existing data and data sources needed to develop a nutrition 
indicator for biodiversity related to food composition; 

• to propose a nutrition indicator for biodiversity related to food 
composition;  

• to identify data gaps and research needs (e.g. sampling, reporting) in 
order to improve the indicator; 

• to develop a mechanism for reporting, which will allow FAO to monitor 
the indicator over time;  

• to identify agencies and institutes that will report to FAO on the indicator 
on a yearly basis. 

 
2 BACKGROUND 

 
The development of nutrition indicators for biodiversity is an international 
collaborative process, led by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), together with Bioversity International and other partners. This 
initiative responds to an emerging global consensus that the simplification of 
diets, the growing incidence of chronic diseases related to nutrition-poor, energy-
rich diets, and the neglect and decline in the use of locally available nutritionally 
rich foods are linked; and that biodiversity is the source of many foods and 
dietary components that can contribute to reversing this unhealthy trend (Johns 
and Sthapit, 2004). Although biodiversity is considered essential for food security 
and nutrition, and can contribute to achievement of the MDGs through improved 
dietary choices and positive health impacts, it is seldom included in nutrition 
programmes and interventions. This is mostly due to the lack of sufficient data on 
the nutritional value of local foods sourced from biodiversity and also the lack of 
methods for obtaining, analysing and using data on biodiversity in food 
consumption studies and nutritional programmes. 
 
In 2004, the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD-CoP) recognized the linkage between biodiversity, food and nutrition and 
the need to enhance sustainable use of biodiversity to combat hunger and 
malnutrition, and thereby contribute to Target 2 of Goal 1 of the MDGs (Decision 
VII/32). The Cross-cutting Initiative on Biodiversity for Food and Nutrition was 
formally established by Decision VIII/23 A of the Conference of the Parties in 
March 2006. During this same period, the Commission on Genetic Resources for 
Food and Agriculture (CGRFA, 10th session) requested the Intergovernmental 
Technical Working Group on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture 
to “provide guidance to FAO on how it could best support countries, on request, 
to generate, compile and disseminate cultivar-specific nutrient composition data, 
as well as indicate the relative priority of obtaining cultivar-specific dietary 
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consumption data, in order to demonstrate the role of biodiversity in nutrition and 
food security.” 
 
Existing food composition databases vary across regions and countries, but all 
include a range of foods and nutrients, and some include subsets of bioactive 
non-nutrients (including those with medicinal properties), antinutrients and 
contaminants. Historically, the main purpose of a food composition database was 
to provide representative, year-round, nation-wide mean values for foods. These 
average measures can disguise large differences.  
 
Similarly, dietary assessment instruments have been developed to capture the 
usual or habitual intakes of foods as reported by subjects in a study. Until recently 
there was little demand to provide compositional data at the subspecies level and 
below, because the traditional users of the data – those conducting dietary 
assessments – recorded intake data only at a more generic level. Conversely, diet 
surveys did not attempt to collect intake information below the level of species, 
because compositional data were not available for evaluation and because it was 
widely believed that survey participants were not able to recognize foods at 
subspecies level and below. However, recent research suggests that this is not the 
case. A survey in Bangladesh (Kennedy et al., 2005) has shown that over 
80 percent of households were able to identify rice by cultivar and 38 different 
cultivars were named.  
 
If in the future food composition data generators and compilers publish data at 
subspecies level and below, and food consumption surveys report at this level, 
then the contribution of biodiversity to a vast range of nutrition initiatives could 
be determined and evaluated.  
 
Thus, in order to monitor biodiversity and nutrition, at least two indicators will be 
needed, one on food composition and one on food consumption. The present 
Consultation will concentrate only on the food composition indicator for biodiversity 
and nutrition. 
 
3 DEVELOPMENT OF A FOOD COMPOSITION INDICATOR FOR 

BIODIVERSITY 
 

Many factors are known to affect the nutrient content of foods, including climate, 
geography and geochemistry, agricultural practices such as fertilization, and the 
genetic makeup of the species and subspecies. The extent of the influence of 
genetics is only recently becoming apparent. In rice, for example, it is known that 
some varieties of O. sativa contain 2.5 times more protein and iron than others 
(Kennedy and Burlingame, 2003). For other crops and nutrients, there can be 
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hundred-fold and thousand-fold differences between varieties of the same species 
(Englberger et al., 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Huang et al., 1999).  
 
Nutrition data on indigenous and traditional fruits, vegetables, condiments and 
spices are limited and fragmented. As the importance of within-species 
composition data is increasingly being acknowledged, more research is being 
undertaken to study these differences and their impact on nutrient intakes 
(Freiberger et al., 1998; Hagenimana et al., 1999; Hagg et al., 1995; Herzog et 
al., 1994; Huang et al., 1999; Nordeide et al., 1996; Rajyalakshmi and Geervani, 
1994; Simonne et al., 1997; Toledo and Burlingame, 2006).  
 
In spite of all this research, few national or regional compositional databases 
provide data at the cultivar/variety/breed level, although most, if not all, are capable 
of accommodating such data. 
 
4 DECLARATION OF INTEREST 
 
All experts submitted declarations of interest; none was considered to have a 
conflict.  
 
5 THE INDICATOR 
 
5.1 Definition of the Indicator 

 

The indicator is a count of the number of foods with a sufficiently detailed 
description to identify genus, species, subspecies and variety/cultivar/breed, and 
with at least one value for a nutrient or other bioactive component. More details 
on the identification of foods and food components contributing to the indicator 
are given below. 
 
5.2 Food Level 

 
At the food level, the food composition indicator for biodiversity and nutrition (in 
this and subsequent documents to be referred to as “the indicator”) should 
include genus, species and subspecies level and below. It may be important to 
gather additional information on identity, for example local names, specimens, 
photographs, accurate descriptions. 
 
In cases where information on subspecies level and below is not provided, the 
food item will not be included as part of the biodiversity indicator, so that foods 
described simply as “wild green leaves”, “reef fish”, “bush meat” etc. will be 
excluded. 
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Exceptions to this general directive are wild or underutilized foods identified by 
local name with country/region/culture of origin, as well as by a photograph or 
voucher sample. 
 
The various consumed parts or forms of the same food resource should be 
counted separately; for example, the root and leaf; larva and adult animal; egg 
and bird; muscle meat and organ meat. 
 
Foods should be considered in a single state; for example, if raw and cooked 
forms are both presented, only the raw food should be counted. Cooked-state 
foods should be counted only when no raw-state data are available.  
 
Although it is recognized that food composition is influenced by factors other 
than genetics (environment, region, season, processing, feed, production system 
etc.), it was agreed that such factors would not be taken into account in the 
indicator, because this would make it too complex and impractical at this time. 
 
It was recognized that in some cases identification with scientific names at 
subspecies level and below and sometimes even at species level is difficult. For 
many wild or underutilized foods, taxonomic names do not yet exist, and in other 
cases, different taxonomy resources may provide different scientific names for the 
same food. Examples are certain fruits, vegetables, fish, snails and insects. 
Taxonomy is fluid and there is disagreement among taxonomic authorities at all 
levels of classification, while non-taxonomists often use taxonomic terms 
inappropriately. Collaboration with botanists and zoologists will, therefore, be 
needed for better food identification. In addition, genetic identification techniques 
or gene banks can be useful as they provide a more standardized identification of 
the genetic resource. 
 

5.3 Food Component Level 

 
All food components – nutrients and bioactive compounds – need to be 
considered for the indicator. The minimum requirement for a food to be 
considered for the indicator is one component. The component(s) can be 
determined analytically, borrowed or imputed from the same species in another 
database. In order to assess progress in the availability of component data for a 
given food, it was decided to report the indicator in the following categories: 
 

• number of foods at subspecies level and below with 1 component; 
• number of foods at subspecies level and below with 2 to 9 components; 
• number of foods at subspecies level and below with 10  to 30  components; 
• number of foods at subspecies level and below with more than 30 

components. 
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It was recognized that the quality of the data should be assessed using standardized 
criteria, but development and use of quality criteria is beyond the scope of this 
meeting. 
 
5.4 Publication Level 

 
All published and unpublished data, as long as they are well documented, will be 
used for the indicator. This includes, but is not limited to, food composition tables 
and databases, peer-reviewed articles, laboratory reports, reports from research 
institutes, conference proceedings and poster presentations, and theses. 
 
5.5 Reporting 

 
Reporting on the indicator will be undertaken at three levels: 
 

1. national and regional food composition databases – number of foods 
meeting the criteria; analytical and non-analytical1 data for components 
are acceptable;  

2. specialist databases – number of foods meeting the criteria; analytical and 
non-analytical data1 for components are acceptable;  

3. other published and unpublished literature – number of foods meeting the 
criteria; only analytical data for components are acceptable. 

 
Reporting on national and regional food composition databases will be 
undertaken through the INFOODS Regional Data Centre Coordinators.  
 
Reporting on non-nutritive bioactive food components will be undertaken 
through agreement with the EuroFIR/BASIS database, based on a collection of 
international scientific articles on bioactive compounds.  
 
Reporting on English-language international scientific literature and databases will 
be undertaken through the FAO Virtual Library’s scientific, health and agriculture 
abstracting databases and other relevant data resources.  
 
Reporting on non-English-language published and unpublished sources of data 
will be undertaken through agreements with the relevant INFOODS Regional 
Data Centre Coordinators. 
 
The reporting will be carried out through a template (see Annex 4).  

                                                 
1 Non-analytical data include data that are borrowed, calculated, imputed or 
 estimated. 
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6 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. General recommendations: 
 

• Funding is required for the adequate generation, compilation and 
dissemination of food composition data that capture elements of 
biodiversity. Resources should be sought at both national and 
international levels.  

• The vital role of food composition needs to be stressed in the health, 
nutrition, agricultural, trade and environmental sectors at both 
national and international levels. 

• Taxonomic databases need to include more entries on wild foods and 
foods at the level of subspecies, varieties, cultivars and breeds, so that 
this information can be used to identify foods for biodiversity. 

 
2. Recommendations to FAO, in cooperation with Bioversity International 

where relevant: 
 

• prepare a request for institutional agreements with national and 
regional compilers; 

• report on the indicator in international fora to raise awareness of the 
link between biodiversity, nutrition and health; 

• take steps to increase funding for food composition data generation, 
compilation and dissemination for biodiversity; 

• continue to play a vital role in the generation and dissemination of 
food composition data globally; 

• facilitate collaboration between food composition data compilers and 
genetic resource specialists in order to ensure proper identification of 
plant and animal genetic resources for food; 

• advocate for recognition of the importance of biodiversity at the 
international level and advise ministers/secretaries of agriculture and 
other high-level government officials on the need to generate food 
composition data for this purpose; 

• encourage countries to increase efforts at the national level on 
biodiversity; 

• assist countries to develop multisectoral policies to encourage the 
sustainable use of biodiversity for food and agriculture; 

• ensure better quality of published data by disseminating the 
FAO/INFOODS guidelines on food composition databases to scientific 
journals, thereby increasing the minimum standards for publication of 
compositional data, including scientific food identification; 
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• develop data quality criteria by which future compositional data on 
biodiversity should be scrutinized; 

• disseminate the recommendations of the Expert Consultation widely 
as advocacy for biodiversity and to increase funding for data 
generation, compilation and dissemination for biodiversity; 

• draw up sampling guidelines for biodiversity. 
 

3. Recommendations to national and regional data generators and compilers: 
 

• generate more and better data on foods at subspecies and 
variety/cultivar/breed levels; scientific names, i.e. genus, species, 
variety, should be used, authenticated or documented with digital 
images, DNA fingerprinting and/or vouchers; 

• develop and encourage the use of scientific names for wild and 
underutilized species, and at subspecies level and below, to enable 
reporting of the indicator not only with local names but also with 
scientific names; 

• increase collaboration among INFOODS Regional Data Centres in this 
regard; 

• increase use of compositional data at the subspecies level and below 
and include more wild and underutilized foods in food consumption 
surveys; 

• encourage the inclusion of moisture data together with any food 
compositional data; 

• increase the link with agricultural marketing institutions and 
departments as well as with research facilities to identify foods 
consumed at the subspecies level and below and to obtain existing 
compositional data on them; 

• in addition to counting the number of food components available for 
each indicator food, consider recording the presence or absence of a 
specified subset of food components for each food item (see Annex 3). 
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11.30 -13.00 Discussions of issues connected with the 
nutrition indicator for biodiversity related to 
food composition including identification of 
existing data, data sources, data gaps and 
research needs 
 

 

13.00 -14.00 Lunch 
 

 

14.00 -16.00 Summary of discussion on the various issues 
 
Discussion on development of indicators on 
food composition 
 
Agreement on indicators  
 
Discussion of the reporting mechanism 
 

 

16.00 -16.30 Coffee break 
 

 

16.30 -17.30 Recommendations and conclusions 
Next steps and wrap-up 
 
Close of the Expert Consultation 
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ANNEX 3 
 

MAIN COMPONENTS FOR REPORTING 

 
Macronutrients Vitamins Minerals Others 

Water Thiamin Calcium Edible part 
coefficient 

Energy in kJ Riboflavin Iron Cholesterol 
Protein Folate Iron, haem Zeaxanthin 
Total nitrogen Niacin Iron, non-haem Lutein 
Available carbohydrates 
(by weight or by 
difference) preferred; 
if not, total 
carbohydrates (by 
difference) acceptable 

Vitamin B12 Potassium Lycopene 

Sugars, total; individual 
sugars 

Vitamin C Magnesium Individual 
amino acids 

Starch Vitamin A 

equivalent 

Manganese Individual 
fatty acids 

Dietary fibre 
(AOAC/Prosky method 
preferred) 

Retinol Iodine Other 
bioactive 
compounds 

Fat Beta carotene Selenium  
Saturated fatty acids, 
total 

Alpha carotene Zinc  

Monounsaturated fatty 
acids, total 

Beta 

cryptoxanthin 

Others  

Polyunsaturated fatty 
acids, total  

Vitamin D   

Trans fatty acids, total Vitamin E (TE)   
Ash Alpha 

tocopherol 

  

Alcohol Vitamin K   
Others Others   
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ANNEX 4 
 

TEMPLATE FOR REPORTING ON THE NUTRITION INDICATOR OF 

BIODIVERSITY IN THE FOOD COMPOSITION LITERATURE 
 
A. NATIONAL LEVEL 
 

Name of country: 
Sender (name and contact details):  
Date:  

 

Publication 
Material 

examined 
References 

Number of foods at subspecies 

level and below with following 

number of components 

   1  2 – 9  10 – 30   > 30  

1. Food composition 

databases (FCDB) 
 

     

Reference database of 
national FCDB 

 
     

User database of national 
FCDB 

 
     

Other national FCDB        

2. Literature       

National peer-reviewed 
journals 

Indicate 
journals and 
years 

     

National laboratory 
reports 

Indicate 
laboratories and 
years 

     

Reports from national 
research institutes 

Indicate 
research 
institutes and 
years 

     

National conference 
presentations (incl. 
posters) 

Indicate 
conferences and 
years 

     

Theses  
Indicate 
universities and 
years 

     

Other (specify) 
Indicate 
publication and 
years 
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B. REGIONAL LEVEL 
 

Name of region:  
Countries covered: 

Sender (name and contact details):  
Date:  

 

Publication 
Material 

examined 
References 

Number of foods at subspecies 

level and below with following 

number of components 

   1  2 – 9  10 – 30   > 30  

1. Food composition 

databases (FCDB) 
      

Reference database of 
regional FCDB 

      

User database of 
regional FCDB 

      

Other regional FCDB       

2. Literature       

Regional peer-
reviewed journals 

Indicate 
journals and 
years 

     

Regional laboratory 
reports 

Indicate 
laboratories 
and years 

     

Reports from regional 
research institutes 

Indicate 
research 
institutes 
and years 

     

Regional conference 
presentations (incl. 
posters) 

Indicate 
conferences 
and years 

     

Other (specify) 
Indicate 
publication 
and years 
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C. INTERNATIONAL LEVEL 

 
Regions and countries covered: 

Sender (name and contact details):  
Date:  
 

Publication 
Material 

examined 
References 

Number of foods at subspecies level 

and below with following number of 

components 

   1  2 – 9  10 – 30   > 30  

1. Food composition 

databases (FCDB) 
      

Reference database 
of international FCDB 

      

User database of 
international FCDB 

      

Other food 
international FCDB  

      

2. Literature       

International peer-
reviewed journals 

Indicate 
journals and 
years 

     

Laboratory reports 
from international 
institutes 

Indicate 
laboratories 
and years 

     

Reports from 
international research 
institutes 

Indicate 
research 
institutes and 
years 

     

International 
conference 
presentations (incl. 
posters) 

Indicate 
conferences 
and years 

     

Other (specify) 
Indicate 
publication 
and years 

     

3. BASIS database       
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ADDITIONAL FILES TO BE PROVIDED TOGETHER  

WITH THE TEMPLATE 
 

Material examined 
 

Letter Material examined 

a  
b  
 
References 

 
Number  Full reference DOI, CiteXplore ID1, 

other international 

publication code 

1   
2   

 

1 CiteXplore http://www.ebi.ac.uk/citexplore/.  
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ANNEX 5 
 

GLOSSARY2 

 

 
Biodiversity: the variability among living organisms from all sources, including 
terrestrial, marine and other ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which 
they are part; it covers diversity within species, between species and of 
ecosystems; synonyms: biological diversity, ecological diversity. 
 
Breed: (1) a subspecific group of animal species, within a single zoological taxon 
of the lowest known rank, with definable and identifiable external characteristics 
that enable it to be separated by visual appraisal from other similarly defined 
groups within the same species; (2) a group of domestic livestock for which 
geographical and/or cultural separation from similar groups has led to acceptance 
of its separate identity. 
 
Cultivar (from cultivated + variety) (abbr: cv.): a category of plants that is below 
the level of a subspecies taxonomically and equivalent taxonomically to variety, 
and is found only in cultivation; it is an international term denoting certain 
cultivated plants that are clearly distinguishable from others by stated 
characteristics and that retain their distinguishing characteristics when reproduced 
under specific conditions; the naming of a cultivar should conform to the 
International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants (the ICNCP, commonly 
known as the “Cultivated Plant Code”); a cultivar is named with a cultivar (or 
fancy) epithet, a word or words in a vernacular language (unless published prior 
to 1959), or a botanical (Latin) epithet already established for a taxon now 
deemed to be a cultivar, formed according to the precepts of the code; the epithet 
is printed in roman characters, not italic, takes a capital first letter and is enclosed 
in single quotation marks, for example, Hosta kikutii ‘Green Fountain’; cultivar 
names, unlike varieties, have generally been registered with an appropriate body 
in order to associate that name with a particular population and, usually, to claim 
rights over the population. 
 
Ecosystem: a dynamic complex of plant, animal and micro-organism communities 
and their non-living environment interacting as a functional unit (CBD, 1993).  
 
Species: below the level of genus, species is a class of potentially interbreeding 
individuals that are reproductively isolated from other such groups having many 
characteristics in common; species classifications are subject to review and 

                                                 
2 Definitions are adapted from FAO, 1999 and FAO, 2001. 
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change as new genomic and other scientific evidence is considered; by 
convention, a species is assigned a two-part italicized name in Latin, the genus 
being listed first (with its leading letter capitalized) and the species second; the 
name of the species is the whole binomial, not just the second term, for example, 
apple belongs to the species Malus domestica. 
 
Subspecies: population(s) of organisms sharing certain characteristics that are not 
present in other populations of the same species; the taxonomic naming 
convention is to append “ssp.” or “subspec.” and the Latin name in italic to the 
species name, for example Prunus domestica L. subsp. domestica. 
 
Underutilized species: for the purpose of this publication underutilized species 
are defined as species with underexploited potential for contributing to food 
security, health and nutrition, income generation and environmental services 
(GFU, 2007). However, ‘underutilized species’ is not well a well defined term 
and it depends on the geographical, social, economic and temporal aspects and 
includes a wide range of wild, traditional, indigenous and local foods. Often, their 
taxonomic identification is not complete, especially below species level.  
 
Variety: a naturally occurring subdivision of a plant species, within a single 
botanical taxon of the lowest known rank, with distinct morphological 
characteristics and given a Latin name according to the rules of the International 
Code of Nomenclature; a taxonomic variety is known by the first validly 
published name applied to it, so that nomenclature tends to be stable (cf. cultivar; 
pathovar); the taxonomic naming convention is to append “var.” and the Latin 
name in italic to the species name, for example Malus angustifolia (Ait.) Michx. 
var. angustifolia – southern crabapple; a variety will have an appearance distinct 
from other varieties, but will hybridize freely with other varieties, if brought into 
contact; varieties are usually geographically separate from each other; to plant 
breeders, at least in countries that are signatories to the UPOV Convention, 
“variety” or “plant variety” is a legal term; in zoological nomenclature, the only 
officially-regulated rank below that of species is subspecies; forms and morphs are 
used instead of varieties if needed, but are unregulated by the International 
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature (ICZN). In bacteriological 
nomenclature “variety” and “subspecies” are used interchangeably. 
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SCHEMA OF TAXONOMIC NAMES 

 

Schema Plant – example Plant – example Fish – example 
Animal – 

example 

Family 
Rosaceae – Rose 
family 

Poaceae – Grass 
family 

Pleuronectidae 
Bovidae 
Caprinae 

Genus Prunus L. – plum Triticum L. – wheat Platichthys Ovis 

Species 
Prunus domestica L. 
– European plum 

Triticum aestivum 
L. – common 
wheat 

Platichthys flesus 
(Linnaeus, 1758) 

Ovis aries – 
sheep 

Subspecies 
Prunus domestica L. 
subsp. domestica 

  (rarely used) 

Variety 

 

 

Cultivar 

 

Breed 

Prunus domestica L. 
var. domestica – 
European plum 

 

Prunus domestica 
‘Cacak’s Beauty’ 

 

 

 

Triticum aestivum 
‘Pioneer 2163’ 

Platichthys flesus 
var. marmorata 
Nordmann, 1840 
– European 
flounder 

 

 

 

 

 

Suffolk 

Note:  
Cultivar names should always be enclosed in single quotation marks ‘   ’ even though it is 
not always done. The cultivar name should not be confused with the authors’ name of the 
taxonomic name, e.g. L. or Linn. (for Linnaeus), Roem, (L.) Roem, Bosc, Roxb., Swartz, 
Mill., Muell., Nordmann etc., which can be followed by a year. It is possible to check the 
author names through the ‘International Plant Names Index – author queries’ found at 
http://www.ipni.org/ipni/authorsearchpage.do.  
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ANNEX 6 
 

RESOURCES 

 

 
● Taxonomic websites 
 

• Plants 
o http://www.ars-grin.gov/cgi-bin/npgs/html/index.pl 
o http://mansfeld.ipk-gatersleben.de/ 

http://www.plantnames.unimelb.edu.au/Sorting/Frontpage.html 
o http://www.seedtest.org/en/home.html 
o http://plants.usda.gov/ 

 
• Fish 

o http://www.fao.org/figis/servlet/static?dom=org&xml=sidp.xml&xp_la
ng=en&xp_banner=fi 

o http://www.fao.org/fi/website/FISearch.do?dom=species  
o http://www.fishbase.org/home.htm  
o http://vm.cfsan.fda.gov/%7Efrf/rfe0.html  
o http://www.nativefish.asn.au/taxonomy.html 
o http://www.nativefish.asn.au/fish.html 

 
• Plants, animals, fish 

o http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez?db=Taxonomy 
o http://www.cbif.gc.ca 
o http://www.sp2000.org/ 

 

● Gene bank databases 
o http://www.informatik.uni-

leipzig.de/~tkirsten/GenBankManagement.html 
o http://www.bioversityinternational.org/Information_Sources/Species_ 

Databases/Species_Compendium/default.asp 
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