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📝 1. Overview
The Old Varieties Conservation Program, established in 2007 by Fundacja AgriNatura, is a comprehensive initiative dedicated to preserving Poland's agricultural biodiversity through the conservation, multiplication, and promotion of traditional Polish crop varieties. Located in Grzybów in the Mazovian Voivodeship, the foundation maintains one of Poland's largest private collections of heritage crops with over 1,500 varieties of grains, vegetables, fruits, herbs, and flowers historically grown in the Polish territories. The initiative combines conservation work with extensive educational programs, community seed exchanges, participatory breeding projects, and market development for heritage varieties. By connecting biodiversity conservation with practical applications in modern sustainable agriculture, the program has revitalized numerous forgotten crop varieties while building a national network of farmers, gardeners, and food enthusiasts committed to agricultural diversity.
🎯 2. Objectives
· To preserve Poland's agricultural genetic heritage through conservation of traditional crop varieties
· To reintroduce heritage varieties into active cultivation and market systems
· To document traditional knowledge associated with heritage crop varieties
· To build a nationwide community dedicated to agrobiodiversity conservation and utilization
🧩 3. Implementation Steps
The program implementation began with extensive research to locate remaining heritage varieties still maintained by elderly farmers and gardeners across Poland. Collection expeditions were organized to gather seeds and document associated cultivation practices, culinary uses, and cultural significance.
A dedicated conservation farm was established in Grzybów, with specialized infrastructure for seed multiplication, characterization, and storage. Rigorous protocols were developed for maintaining genetic purity while simultaneously developing varieties' adaptability to contemporary growing conditions.
A systematic seed saving and exchange program was implemented, initially connecting isolated seed savers and gradually expanding into Poland's largest community seed network. Annual seed exchange events were established in multiple regions, combined with training workshops on seed saving techniques.
Educational programs were developed for different audiences, including school curriculum materials, practical workshops for farmers and gardeners, and technical training for agricultural professionals. Demonstration gardens showcasing heritage varieties were established at partner locations across Poland.
Market development initiatives include collaborations with chefs, bakers, and food processors to create demand for heritage varieties based on their unique culinary qualities. A certification system was developed for products using verified heritage varieties, helping producers communicate added value to consumers.
👥 4. Target Group(s)
Family farmers interested in agricultural diversification
Home gardeners and allotment gardeners
Artisanal food producers seeking unique ingredients
Chefs and culinary professionals
Agricultural students and researchers
Teachers and environmental educators
General public interested in food heritage and biodiversity
📊 5. Results & Outcomes
· Quantitative results: The seed collection has grown to include over 1,500 varieties, with approximately 700 in active preservation rotation. The seed exchange network includes more than 3,000 active participants across Poland. Over 250 heritage varieties have been successfully reintroduced to commercial production. Educational programs reach approximately 8,000 participants annually through workshops, school visits, and public events.
· Qualitative results: Documentation of cultivation practices and uses for hundreds of varieties that might otherwise have been lost. Increased awareness of agricultural biodiversity among farmers and consumers. Development of markets for heritage varieties based on unique culinary and nutritional qualities. Creation of a vibrant community around seed saving and exchange.
· Success stories: The restoration of historic Polish rye varieties led to a revival of traditional sourdough breadmaking, with several bakeries now specializing in heritage grain products. A collective of market gardeners in the Kraków region successfully commercialized forgotten Polish bean varieties, creating a premium market based on unique flavors and cultural significance. The foundation's work with traditional Polish apple varieties identified several with exceptional disease resistance, now being widely planted in organic orchards.
🌱 6. Contribution to Sustainability
The program contributes to environmental sustainability through the conservation of agricultural biodiversity, which is essential for building resilient food systems capable of adapting to climate change and other challenges. Many heritage varieties demonstrate natural resistance to pests and diseases, reducing the need for chemical interventions.
The emphasis on locally adapted varieties promotes agroecological farming approaches that work with natural systems rather than attempting to control them through external inputs. The program's work with heritage grains has been particularly significant, identifying varieties that perform well under low-input and organic conditions.
Economic sustainability is enhanced through the development of niche markets for heritage products that command premium prices, improving farmer livelihoods. The foundation has helped establish several producer groups marketing heritage crops under geographic indication or specialized branding.
Cultural sustainability is preserved through the documentation and revival of traditional agricultural knowledge and practices that might otherwise be lost in the rush toward agricultural modernization. The program explicitly recognizes the cultural dimensions of agrobiodiversity, recording the stories, traditions, and local names associated with heritage varieties.
🔁 7. Transferability Potential
The program model is highly transferable to other regions with rich agricultural heritage facing biodiversity loss through agricultural industrialization. Key requirements for successful replication include:

Access to land for conservation cultivation and demonstration
Technical knowledge of seed saving and varietal maintenance
Connections to remaining holders of heritage varieties and traditional knowledge
Network-building capacity to support community engagement
Links to culinary and cultural organizations to develop heritage food appreciation

The foundation actively shares its methodology through training programs for organizations in other Eastern European countries facing similar challenges of agricultural heritage loss.
🌐 8. References & Resources
· Foundation website: https://agrinatura.pl/
·  https://www.facebook.com/people/Fundacja-AgriNatura/100064329983578/?_rdr
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