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Cooperation Rescues Seed of Latin American Maize Landraces 

Background 

Efforts to apply scientific breeding to maize genetic resources in the tropics, begun under a joint Mexico-Rockefeller 
Foundation endeavor in the 1940s, initially involved extensive collecting and cataloguing of seed samples of farmer 
i1arieties, known as landraces, throughout Latin America. First seen simply as raw material for plant breeding, the 
andrace seed soon came to represent a priceless reserve against future genetic erosion, and collections were stored 
n genebanks in the nations of origin . Unfortunately, budgetary constraints in the region during the 1970-80s critically 
1ampered efforts of genebank personnel to maintain their collections properly. Specifically, the germination capacity 
::>f seed samples in banks must be monitored and, when it falls below a specified level , viable seeds must be grown 
::>ut according to scientific guidelines. This provides fresh samples that represent as nearly as possible the genetic 
jiversity of the original - a process known as "regeneration." For lack of resources, however, irreplaceable 
::ollections of landraces, many of which were no longer grown by farmers and thus existed only as seed samples, 
Nere sliding inexorably toward extinction. 

CIMMYT Activities 

Latin American genebank representatives sounded the alarm about this situation during a workshop at CIMMYT in 
the early 1990s, based on evidence of poor germination obtained through the Pioneer Hi-Bred/USDA-ARS Latin 
t\merican Maize Project (LAMP). CIMMYT genetic resources specialists began working with genebank staff from 13 
1ations to mount a massive rescue effort, with funding from USAID under project Noah and additional aid from the 
USDA-ARS National Seed Storage Laboratory (NSSL). As executing agency, CIMMYT developed and submitted the 
oroposals, workplans, and contracts for this ground-breaking project. The center also coordinated activities; furnished 
technical guidance; reported to donors on progress; and organized a mid-term project evaluation workshop in 1994 
3nd a final workshop in 1996. The head of maize genetic resources at CIMMYT, for example, closely monitored 
'egeneration protocols to ensure they met scientific standards, especially the recommended minimum yield of 100 
:ars for a successful regeneration (i.e., one that embodies nearly all the genetic diversity of the original accession, 
3nd thus avoids so-called "genetic drift"). 

Impacts and Follow-up 

Under the collaborative project, nearly 7,000 endangered collections were regenerated and back-up samples stored 
n trust at CIMMYT and NSSL, ensuring their future accessibility worldwide. As a spin-off of this effort, cooperation 
Nas strengthened on maize genetic resource conservation and management in the Americas, the center of genetic 
::>rigin for maize. Limiting funding from NSSL has allowed regeneration of additional collections during 1997-98. 
:ognizant of the need to continue this important work, maize genetic resource specialists regionwide will meet at 
:IMMYT in summer 1998 to plan a new initiative. Regenerating threatened collections will surely be on the agenda, 
out a key component of future work is effectively evaluating and, where feasible, improving the characteristics of 
andraces still grown by farmers and of race groupings from regenerated bank collections to facilitate their use by 
farmers, breeders, and researchers in general. 

Outcomes of collaborative efforts by CIMMYT, national germplasm banks in Latin America, USAID, and 
USDA-NSSL over 1992-96 to regenerate endangered seed holdings of maize landraces 

Country Number of collections regenerated 

!Argentina 329 

!Bolivia 380 

!Brazil 390 

!Chile 297 

lcolombia 1,195 

lcuba 101 
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!Ecuador I 348 I 
!Guatemala 304 I 
!Honduras 42 

!Mexico 2,714 I 
!Paraguay 84 

!Peru 422 

!Venezuela 130 

!TOTAL 6,736 I 
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