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Foundation ProSpecieRara

ProSpecieRara is a Swiss non-profit non-government organisation (NGO), founded in 1982. In 2008 there is a staff of 17 people, a base of 2500 seed savers and breeders, and over 6000 donors. The foundation is financed half by sponsoring, 25% by the Swiss Department of Agriculture (as part of the national campaign for bioagrodiversity) and the last 25% by private donors.

The areas of stewardship of ProSpecieRara are domesticated animals (26 breeds), garden and field crops (900 varieties), fruit, berries, vines (2300 varieties) and ornamental plants (in development). Plant conservation is mainly served by an on-farm strategy, which enables not only a continued fitness of the varieties, but also lets people get in touch with them and maintains linked traditions and know-how.

Political and market situation in Switzerland

Since 1997 there has been a national campaign for biodiversity, due to the Global Action Plan of FAO that started in 1996. Its goal is not only to conserve plant genetic resources (PGR) in ex situ and in situ collections, but also to enable the use of them. This provides healthy plant material for professional multiplication, e.g. for the production of old potato varieties for the market. And some of ProSpecieRara’s on-farm conservation work is well supported.

As of 2008, Swiss laws don’t restrict trade for any vegetable variety. Although there actually are official lists for tradable potatoes and cereals, an agreement with the government allows ProSpecieRara to produce some defined amounts of unlisted seed potatoes for the market. In future probably there will be some restrictions for vegetables too, at least it will be necessary to define every traded variety and their abundance of production.

Fifteen years ago a promotion for ecological (organic) food started in Swiss supermarkets. Coop Schweiz, which was the most active among them, established a fund for sustainability. It supports various different projects for the environment and organic production, as well as ProSpecieRara (since 1999). The recent partnership covers support for marketing services, such as finding suitable products among PGRs, support of public gardens, orchards and farms, and support of events, e.g. seedling markets. Coop profits from a diverse assortment and consolidates its good image as the sponsor of an NGO. ProSpecieRara profits by conserving some varieties and breeds through production for market, and reaches many people by means of the product label and due to communication of the partnership by Coop, e.g. in its well-read journal.

The ProSpecieRara seal of approval and its success in marketing
„ProSpecieRara“ stands for products of endangered, traditional breeds and crops as well as for conservation work of high quality underlying production. The label guarantees the genuineness of varieties and breeds. A producer of the label has to be either an activist (seed saver or breeder) or an organic farmer. In future it should be guaranteed that every producer or trader in the chain of a product accepts the label’s guidelines in a contract with ProSpecieRara (except stores and restaurants).

In 2008 there are over 150 plant varieties in the market. In the biggest Coop stores one can buy vegetables and apples of over 30 traditional varieties, as well as milk and cheese of an old goat breed and honey from a landrace. In Coop’s garden centres there are seeds, seedlings and potted plants of vegetables and ornamentals of over 60 varieties. Different fruit trees and berries are also available. With some few exceptions, all ProSpecieRara products in Coop are organic, thus building a niche in a niche. Production is strongly restricted to Switzerland, so products are only seasonally available. As most endangered varieties have some drawback as well as their special form, colour or taste, e.g. a low production level, prices are rather high compared even to common organic products.

Crucial points for success of a PGR in market are (among others): Professional partners for seed/plant propagation, as well as for production research, the latter giving important support to producers during the testing phase. Additionally, inclusion of all partners of the product chain during evaluation time.

Recent challenges for sustainable promotion of PGRs

Besides possible conflicts with some laws, an ever-growing challenge is the competition between products of the same niche, be it in different supermarkets or within the same assortment of one. E.g. a modern breed of pepper with exactly the same form and colour as an approved old variety, but probably with better production level, was available in Coop this summer. Thus competition between endangered varieties and their modern rivals are shown anew. To achieve sustainable promotion of PGRs, it’s important that a supermarket avoids such conflicts. If not, all work for reintroducing a traditional variety will be in vain.

Conclusion
Only a small number of all PGRs will ever make it to market and can thus be regarded as saved on a higher level (although serious conservation work with good control can’t be replaced by market production only). A much more important result of marketing is a greater public awareness of traditional varieties and a renewed interest in them. Thus the number of ProSpecieRara’s donors is still growing and lobbying work for PGRs and rare breeds in Switzerland is getting easier.

