
   

 

Global Crop Diversity Trust and ICARDA Press Release 
 

SOWING THE SEED FOR TOMORROW 
 

– Heritage seeds preserved in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault return to re-
establish international collection vital for a food-secure future – 

 
19th October 2015.   
 

Watch CNN coverage of ICARDA seed retrieval mission here 
 

BONN - Precious seeds that had originally been sent by the International Centre for 
Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) for safeguarding in the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault in the Arctic Circle, were safely delivered to Morocco and Lebanon today, having 
undertaken a 10,000 kilometre roundtrip. These seeds could hold the key to developing new 
crop varieties crucial to meeting world food demands with climate change. 
 
The seeds will be used by ICARDA to fulfil requests for crop diversity from breeders, 
researchers and farmers around the world, so they can develop and test new strains to cope 
with a changing climate and new diseases.  
 
The first of several retrievals to happen in the years ahead, the shipment contains 128 boxes 
with a total of 38,073 seed samples, which will be planted during this and next year’s 
cropping seasons. A total of 57 boxes containing forages, faba beans, lathyrus, and the wild 
relatives of cereals and pulses (8840 accessions) were sent to Lebanon and 71 boxes 
containing accessions of cultivated wheat, barley, lentil and chickpea (29,233 accessions) 
were sent to Morocco. A total of 350 boxes were originally sent to Svalbard. 
 
Each sample will be planted and grown at ICARDA’s facilities to provide duplicate seeds, 
which will be used to re-establish the ICARDA active collection, and also be returned to the 
Seed Vault for safekeeping.  
 
The seeds in ICARDA’s care are a globally important collection with 65 percent as unique 
landraces and wild relatives of cereals, legumes and forages collected from regions such as 
the ‘Fertile Crescent’ in Western Asia, the Abyssinian highlands in Ethiopia and the Nile 
Valley where earliest known crop domestication practices were recorded in civilization. 
These ancient varieties have developed naturally robust genes from thousands of years of 
survival, adaptation and evolution – a valuable resource for building climate resilience in 
crops. 
 
The seeds were originally stored at ICARDA’s genebank in Aleppo, Syria. The conflict has 
made it increasingly difficult for ICARDA’s staff to ensure that material can be regenerated 
and distributed to users around the world.  Whilst the seed cold store is still operational, 

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/10/19/europe/svalbard-global-seed-vault-syria/
http://www.icarda.org/
http://www.icarda.org/
https://www.croptrust.org/what-we-do/svalbard-global-seed-vault/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fertile_Crescent


 

 

 

ICARDA staff are not able to use the surrounding land to replenish seed stocks, a vitally 
important aspect of its work for an organisation that normally distributes around 25,000 
samples every year to partners.  
 
This is the very first time that seeds previously deposited for safekeeping in the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault, the world’s ultimate failsafe facility for crop diversity, have been 
retrieved, less than 10 years after the Vault opened. Buried deep in the permafrost on a 
remote Arctic archipelago, the Seed Vault currently holds more than 860,000 samples of 
seeds from almost every country in the world.  
 
The shipments from Svalbard to Morocco and Lebanon have been entirely funded by the 
Global Crop Diversity Trust (Crop Trust), which is also a partner in the operation of the Seed 
Vault with the Government of Norway and NordGen.   
 
The Crop Trust’s mission is to conserve the planet’s crop diversity for the food security of 
current and future generations.  A recent study co-authored by the Crop Trust found that 
the planet’s food supply has grown increasingly dependent on only a few crop types over 
the past 50 years. Climate change will affect the ability of these crops to thrive, and pressure 
will increase on the food system as the global population continues to increase.  
 
The Crop Trust is working to establish, fund and manage a global system for the 
conservation of crop diversity. ICARDA is one of the 11 international genebanks that is part 
of this international system. Recently, The Economist argued, “preserving the genetic 
diversity that remains would be an excellent investment.” ICARDA’s investment into the 
Seed Vault and the Crop Trust’s vision for a global system for crop conservation serves this 
exact purpose.  
 
Marie Haga, Executive Director of the Crop Trust said; 
 

“Out of the terrible adversity that the people of Syria are facing, the retrieval of 
ICARDA’s seeds from the Svalbard Global Seed Vault is a welcome piece of good 
news. This proves that the measures the global community are putting in place to 
preserve crop diversity for future generations actually work.” 
 
“In one sense, it would be preferable if we never had to retrieve seeds from the Seed 
Vault, as a withdrawal signifies that there is a significant problem elsewhere in the 
world.  However, we can now see that the Vault as the ultimate failsafe works the 
way it was intended to do.”   
 
“Now ICARDA can continue working with other partners to develop the crops that will 
feed people in the Middle East and in other regions around the world for the future.” 

 
 
Dr Mahmoud Solh, Director General of ICARDA, said; 
 

http://www.croptrust.org/
http://www.nordgen.org/
http://www.pnas.org/content/111/11/4001.full
file:///C:/Users/AGros/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/2U0GNRQG/The%20Economist%20argued,
https://www.croptrust.org/about-crop-trust/staff/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahmoud_Solh


 

 

 

“We are delighted to be able to retrieve these seeds, so that ICARDA can continue to 
play a vital role providing highly valuable genetic resources to our partners, 
particularly in national programs and in the ongoing work to preserve crop diversity 
and meet the challenges we all face – natural and man-made – to feed future 
generations.”   
 
“We have long enjoyed a positive and productive working relationship with the Crop 
Trust and the highly-valued continuous support to ICARDA work in genetic resources; 
and it is immensely encouraging to see first-hand that the measures we have all 
collaborated on to back-up our seed collections work so effectively when finally called 
upon.” 

 
Arni Bragason, Director at NordGen which co-manages the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, said; 
 

“It is wonderful to see the Vault is already proving its worth, and that we have been 
able to help our friends in the Middle East to continue their vital work. 

 
“This is proof that the global system is working.  ICARDA, NordGen and the Crop Trust 
have collaborated closely over several years on the deposit of seeds, and will 
continue to do so as the seeds are now used to re-establish the ICARDA active 
collection." 
 

  
ENDS 
 
About ICARDA: 
The International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) is the global 
agricultural research organization working with countries in the world’s dry and marginal 
areas to deliver sustainable systems solutions that increase productivity, improve rural 
nutrition, and strengthen national food security. ICARDA is a member of the CGIAR 
Consortium.  
 
About the Crop Trust: 

• Is an essential funding element of the United Nation’s International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture which 135 countries have acceded to. 

• Spearheaded the biggest biological rescue operation ever of nearly 80,000 crop varieties 
while working with more than 100 institutions in more than 80 countries. 

• As well as national governments, it has a number of high-profile supporters, including the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. 

• Together with the Government of Norway and NordGen, manages and funds the ongoing 
work of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault: a safe and secure back-up facility in the permafrost 
for 860,000 samples of crops from all over the world. 

• Is described through a short film on its work here 

 
 

http://www.nordgen.org/index.php/skand/Innehaall/Om-NordGen/Personal/Personal/Arni-Bragason
http://www.icarda.org/
http://www.cgiar.org/
https://vimeo.com/116843898


 

 

 

For more information, please contact Brian Lainoff, Partnerships and Communications 
Officer at Global Crop Diversity Trust or Andrea Gros, Head of Communication at ICARDA. 
 

mailto:brian.lainoff@croptrust.org
mailto:a.gros@cgiar.org

