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The European Forest Genetic
Resources Programme,
EUFORGEN, operational sin-
ce October 1994, is a collabo-
rative programme among Eu-
ropean countries to promote
conservation and sustainable
use of forest genetic resources.
It has been operating through
species networks, which bring
together scientists and forest
managers to exchange infor-
mation, discuss priorities and develop methodologies
and guidelines for target tree species. As this issue goes
to the print, the EUFORGEN Steering Committee
meets (26-29 May 2004) to discuss progress accom-
plished in the current Phase II, which is about to finish
at the end of the year 2004 and to decide upon priorities
for a third five-year Phase.

EUFORGEN

Background

EUFORGEN was established to implement Resolution
S2, Conservation of forest genetic resources, of the
First Ministerial Conference on the Protection of
Forests in Europe (MCPFE). This Resolution called for
the development of a voluntary but functional instru-
ment of international collaboration to promote and
coordinate in situ and ex situ conservation of forest
genetic resources and the exchange of reproductive
material, and to monitor progress in these areas. As of
May 2004, 32 countries participate in EUFORGEN.

Management and organization

The Programme is financed by the participating coun-
tries and coordinated by IPGRI in collaboration with
the Forestry Department of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations. The Steering
Committee, which provides oversight to EUFORGEN,
is composed of national coordinators nominated by the
countries. The EUFORGEN budget remains minimal to
cover the cost of meetings, publications and coordina-
tion, while the network members carry out agreed
activities with their own resources as inputs in kind.
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National Coordinators nominate members to the networks,
facilitate linkages among partners involved in the activities
on forest genetic resources and seek to commit all relevant
institutions within their country to carry out the agreed,
common work plans.

Networks

The five networks that have been operating during Phase
IT are: Conifers (started as Picea abies network in Phase I);
Mediterranean Oaks (started as Quercus suber network);
Populus nigra; Noble Hardwoods; and Temperate Oaks
and Beech.

Long-term conservation strategies

As afirst step in their activity, the EUFORGEN networks
developed long-term gene conservation strategies for target
species. The main objective is to ensure evolutionary
adaptive potentials of European forests. In situ conserva-
tion efforts are given main importance but it is emphasized
that in situ and ex situ conservation measures should be
used in a complementary manner. During recent years, the
networks initiated development of Common Action Plans.
The objective is to identify gaps or overlaps in the cover-
age of gene conservation units for selected species. They
essentially help to locate the already existing units in
various countries and offer a pan-European picture with
geo-referenced data for decision-making. As indicated by
the name, the Plans are focused on how to effectively
implement the conservation strategies in practice.

Information outputs of the Networks

Jointly agreed technical guidelines for gene conservation
and use represent the main output of EUFORGEN net-
works during Phase II (see Box). The target audiences are
forest officers and managers responsible for forest genetic
resources in each country. Provision of widely accepted
information standards represents another major output. In
some cases, the existing data were compiled in joint
databases. For example, the Populus nigra network
developed a database of clone collections available in 30
different countries. All five networks collected grey
literature published in participating countries and compiled
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the information. The database includes approximately
2000 references and is available through the web site.
EUFORGEN publications, including reports of twenty
network meetings, are widely recognized as a valuable
source of information. For public awareness purposes, the
networks developed posters and other brochures, leaflets,
CD-ROMs with images and similar material. In some
countries, the network meetings have received a wide
coverage in the local press and in some cases, in national
TV broadcasts. Overviews of the status of gene conserva-
tion activities were also published internationally (e.g.
TUROK 1997, ERIKSSON 2001, LEFEVRE et al. 2001,
KOSKELA et al. 2004).

Exchange of genetic material

The use of locally adapted genetic material is considered
essential for sustainable management of forest tree species
in general. The networks have frequently pointed at the
risks associated with the transfer of reproductive material
with unknown properties or from unknown sources.
However, small quantities of genetic material have been
exchanged for research purposes in certain species. The
Mediterranecan Oaks network facilitated the exchange of
genetic material within an EU-funded research project on
Quercus suber. Acorns were collected from seven coun-
tries, including three North African countries. The network
of trials holds a unique collection of Quercus suber (cork
oak) as it contains genetic material from throughout the
species’ natural range in the Mediterranean (VARELA
2000).

The wider linkages of EUFORGEN

In addition to promoting international collaboration,
EUFORGEN contributed to the development of national
plans and programmes for forest genetic resources. It has
been recognized that integration of genetic considerations
into national forest policies, involvement of all relevant
stakeholders and efficient coordination of activities
represent major challenges for the national programmes
(TUROK & GEBUREK 2000). Through complementary
international assistance, special efforts have been under-
taken to assist the countries with economies in transition in
eastern Europe to strengthen their national programmes.
Most countries from the European part of the former
Soviet Union, including countries of the Trans-Caucasus,
have been actively involved in the activities carried out by
the networks (¢.g. GONCHARENKO et al 2001; BLADA et al
2002).

Strengths of collaboration

The networking mode of operation reinforces the basic
role and responsibility of each country for decisions on the
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conservation and use of genetic resources. The participat-
ing countries determine priorities for common activities
according to their needs and capacities. The networks have
brought together partners with different interests but their
outputs provide a stimulus for activities in all participating
countries. One of the strengths of EUFORGEN is the
sense of ownership that has developed in the participating
countries. The experiences offered by EUFORGEN might
be useful for emerging networking programmes on forest
genetic resources in other parts of the world.

Mandate for the future

The MCPFE process has recognized the accomplishments
of EUFORGEN in promoting collaboration on forest
genetic resources in Europe. Under the Ministerial Resolu-
tion V4, adopted at the last Conference in Vienna, in April
2003, the signatory States and the European Community
committed themselves to promote the conservation of
forest genetic resources as an integral part of sustainable
forest management and continue the pan-European
collaboration in this area.

As the EUFORGEN Programme moves towards its
third five-year phase in 2005, the focus will very likely be
on promoting practical implementation of gene conserva-
tion and appropriate use of genetic resources as an integral
part of sustainable forest management; managing informa-
tion (supported by the Common Action Plans and other
tools); and facilitating further development of methodolo-
gies to conserve the genetic diversity of European forests.
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