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Fig. 1 Regions of diversity of major cultivated plants. (Figure from Ref. 2. Used with permission of the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization.)

Explorations were made in every year except the war
years, 1942-1945. Today the NPGS is the largest national
germplasm system in the world, with 450,000 samples
covering more than 10,000 species.[5]At least a quarter of
the yearly distributions made by the NPGS are to scien-
tists outside the U.S. National genetic resources programs
are established in many other countries, and over six
million collections are estimated to occur in ex situ

genebanks worldwide.[2] In the future, the International
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agricul-
ture (IT) will govern access to germplasm for Plant
Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, which has
been agreed to by country members of FAD and will enter
into force upon ratification by the required number of
countries. The implementation of the Treaty will deter-
mine the future ease of access.

ACCESS

In the initial stage of germplasm collecting, and continu-
ing through the 1960s and 1970s, most germplasm was
generally freely available. Exchange of gIant genetic re-
sources is now the subject of the IT, which was adopted by

the FAD Commission on Plant Genetic Resources in
November, 2001, and will become international law once
it is ratified by 40 countries. The treaty establishes a
multilateral system for the exchange of key crops and
forage species. National laws of countries that are parties
to the IT must be adjusted to conform. In some countries,
national genetic resources programs are not yet estab-
lished or their regulations have not yet been implemented.
In others, access (including that required for plant
exploration) has already been subject to new regulations.
In order to address developing countries' concerns
regarding benefit sharing, which is required by the new
treaty, some developed nations are exploring the associ-
ation of increased nonmonetary benefits, such as student
training; the transfer of equipment, information; and tech-
nology; and other collaborative exchanges, with agree-
ments on access. [6]

PLANNING AN EXPEDITION

Extensive background work is critical to the success of
germplasm explorations, beginning with the definition of




