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INTRODUCTION  

 
Zero Waste Alliance Ireland supports the intention of the EU Commission to 

revise the Plant and Forest Reproductive Material Legislation. Changes must be 

made to the existing legislation to bring them in line with the EU Green Deal, 

Farm to Fork Strategy, the Biodiversity Strategy, EU Adaptation Strategy, and 

the new EU Forest Strategy.  

A single, integrated, cohesive legislation on plant and forest reproductive 

material should streamline the certification process for new hybrids, heirloom 

and landrace varieties of crops and trees. This should help prevent the wasteful 

loss of valuable genetic resources.  

We support changes to the certification process for conservation and amateur 

varieties. Often the priorities for these types of crops and trees are not simply 

high productivity and uniformity. Conservation varieties in particular may prove 

useful in organic agriculture. They may also provide valuable genetic diversity to 

help combat future challenges such as land degradation, decreased fertiliser 

use, changing climates and pest and disease outbreaks 

More efficient registration processes should encourage innovation in agriculture 

and forestry, which may prove vital as we move forward into a changing global 

climate. Easier access to a wider range of crop and tree varieties should help 

mitigate some detrimental effects of climate change induced land degradation in 

the future. We agree that the harmonisation of the legislation should help the 

implementation of a sustainable agroecological system across the EU and 

establish a level playing field for marketing and innovation of crop and forest 

reproductive material.  



Food security is a key target of the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). Current projections for “business-as-usual” farming under climate 

change suggest increasing food security challenges by 2050. The worst hit will 

be underdeveloped economic regions of the world where food security is 

already an issue and populations are vulnerable1. Climate change mitigation 

strategies such as afforestation and bioenergy production risks reducing total 

land area available for food production. This in turn may impact food security, 

especially in low-income countries2. Therefore, finding and developing crop and 

tree varieties that can cope with climate-induced stress while maintaining high 

yields is vital. 

Additionally, the employment of heirloom and hybrid crops in organic systems 

may prove useful due to the lower fertiliser applications and increased crop 

vulnerability to pests and disease.   

 

Agriculture 
 

Since the 70s, heirloom varieties of crops have been lost, partly due to stringent 

EEC and EU laws designed to standardise seed quality, (Preston et al. 2011, pg 

157)3. ZWAI is fundamentally opposed to the waste of these genetic 

resources. The legislation aimed to ensure distinctness, uniformity, and 

stability. However, by their nature, heirloom varieties tend to not display 

uniformity. Indeed, this can be seen as one of their advantages. The high 

genetic diversity of some heirloom varieties translates into a range of 

phenotypes in the field. This diversity is a valuable resource that should be 

preserved for the future. Useful traits may yet lie undiscovered in heirloom 

varieties that could be bred into conventional crops to prevent or nullify threats 

such as drought, heat stress, salinity stress, pests, disease, low soil nutrients 

and climate change. An experiment by Wilker et al., (2019) 4 found that heirloom 

bean varieties were better at fixing nitrogen than conventional varieties in low-

nitrogen field conditions. The paper concluded that heirloom genotypes 

represent a useful source of genetics to improve nitrogen fixation in modern 

bean breeding. In a different experiment, several traditional and heirloom sweet 
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potato cultivars exhibited significant levels of resistance to soil insect pests, 

compared to conventional, insect-susceptible control cultivars.5 

Drought and salinity can reduce potential barley yields by 20–50%.6 Drought 

and land degradation is likely to increase because of climate change7. Kumar et 

al., (2020)8 recommend the use of landrace barley varieties as a source of 

abiotic stress resistance genes. They suggest landrace varieties be used in 

breeding programs to produce high-yielding hybrids with innate stress 

resistance. High costs are currently associated with registering crop and tree 

varieties in the EU. For some heirloom varieties, which may have a small 

potential market, the costs are prohibitively high. 

Forestry 
 

The proposed changes to the Plant and Forest Reproductive Material legislation 

should support the establishment of multi-species forestry plantations in the EU. 

This will help achieve the goals of the EU green deal, particularly the 

sustainable industry and biodiversity goals. Action on this front is demanded by 

European NGOs including Fern, Friends of the Irish Environment, Rewilding 

Europe and Forest Movement Europe. Monoculture plantations take up vast 

tracts of land in the EU. 33% of European forests are composed of monoculture 

stands 9; roughly 52 million hectares. This type of land-use is highly wasteful 

since the opportunities for valuable ecosystem services are missed. Easier 

access to a wider range of tree species for plantations through the proposed 

legislation change should facilitate the establishment of more diverse 

plantations. These mixed plantations can provide enhanced ecosystem goods 

and services including biodiversity, soil health management, water and nutrient 

recycling, and recreational value. A study by Huuskonen et al., (2021)10 

concluded that mixed plantations have better resilience against drought. 

Additionally, mixed plantations may provide better resilience against pests and 

disease. Concern is being raised currently about the risk of pest damage to the 

extensive monoculture plantations in Europe. Spruce, especially, is susceptible 
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to serious pests including the European spruce bark beetle (Heterobasidion 

spp). These pests are likely to spread more in the future, partly due to climate 

change 11. Additionally, mixed tree plantations may offer greater lumber 

production than monocultures, especially in South and Central Europe, 12. Thus, 

the transition from monoculture to mixed-species plantations, coupled with 

increased total area under forestry will help mitigate climate change, provide 

enhanced ecosystem services, render forests more resilient to climate change-

induced stresses and minimise wasteful monoculture land use. More efficient 

registration, certification, and marketing of forest reproductive material may help 

support the widespread adoption of Agroforestry in the EU. Agroforestry is a 

useful agro-ecological strategy, allowing agricultural systems to provide 

ecosystem services in addition to conventional products 13. 
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