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Agro-biodiversity

T raditional rural landscapes are the product of a mix 
of natural, cultural, social, historical and economic 
relationships that man has had with the environment 

throughout history. The agricultural landscape derives from 
a deep and ancient relation between man and nature with 
the objective of meeting sustenance needs and resources. 
Not the only, but certainly one of the most enduring 
transformations that the natural landscape has undergone. 
First the flat and fertile lands, and in times of scarcity even 
the most rugged of landscapes were cultivated with such 
intensity that just a few areas of European territory have 
never been cultivated and grazed.

Little by little, the farming and cattle activity changed 
the primitive forest, leaving its print in the landscaping. 
This millenary activity has flattered the formation of 
numberless variations in the agriculture landscapes that 
express the natural diversity of the geographic zones as 
well as the cultural patrimony and harvests related to 
it. The technological revolution in agriculture that took 
place around the middle of the last century, brought 
with it a substantial change in relation to landscaping 
and agricultural life. For the first time, a small number 
of agricultures, thanks to the technical control and the 
availability to control environmental variables at a small 
scale, were enough to cover the needs of products 
and provisions for the population. Almost anywhere 
the most exotic products could be harvested and 
commercialised. The rural area is depopulated and the 

people migrate to the cities, e specially the coastal areas. 
Small productions lose profitability and are abandoned, 
and with them the cultivation of the indigenous crop 
varieties that are lost for ever.

The livestock and animal waste, that once was an ancient 
and precious natural compost, is now concentrated in the 
farms and becomes a dangerous pollutant. The cultivated 
fields expand through the general mechanisation and the 
establishment of monoculture, using large amounts of 
chemicals, fertilisers, pesticides and herbicides, which 
were barely used before. The bees and pollinating insects 
bristle severely, over 80% of the European Union crops 
depend on them for its pollination, that reaches a financial 
value of 15,000 million Euros, which ends up affecting the 
agricultural and agro-industrial sector.

The creation of new varieties of genetically modified 
plants, are in principle more productive, but they can 
not or should not be allowed to reproduce, leading to 
a loss of traditional fruit and vegetable diversity. The 
agricultural transformation takes the natural hedge, 
edge vegetation and riparian vegetation, are channelled 
courses of rivers and affluents. The demand of the 
highest productivity stands out.

The extensive agriculture, introduced in the landscape 
through the centuries, a legacy of our ancestors and 
culture, adapted to local conditions and terrain, respectful 
of the environment, with a scarce production but a 
special quality, consisting of old varieties of a unique and 
unmistakeable fruit flavours, fall. The cultural diversity, 
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genetic diversity, diversity of species and varieties and 
diversity of agricultural ecosystems, is threatened. This 
matter has been quantified by FAO, 75% of the genetic 
diversity of worldwide crops has disappeared since 1990.

If we take as an example one of the most consumed fruit 
on the planet, the apple, I must say that for two centuries 
had surveyed more than 10,000 different varieties while 
now mainly sold ten. Apricot tree, hawthorn tree, cherry 
tree, fig tree, almond tree, walnut tree, pear tree, avocado 
tree do, hazelnut tree, orange tree, lemon tree, citron tree, 
plum tree, persimmon tree, peaches tree, quinces tree, 
persimmon trees and pomelo tree with tens of thousands 
of European landraces are letting lose.

It is not easy to grow old being a fruit tree, now the average 
productive life rarely exceeds a few decades. It is rare that 
a fruit tree is allowed to exceed one hundred years, as the 
chestnut, carob and olive trees and a few others, so yes, if 
they are in marginal or difficult to machine.

The traditional agricultural landscape can allow the 
crop compatibility and coexistence of abundant natural 
biodiversity. However, since the middle of last century the 
relentless industrialization process of agriculture and the 
consequent decline of traditional activities have caused 
the abandonment of much of the land less susceptible the 
process of mechanization and rural depopulation. These 
favour the increase of erosion and land degradation, the 
spread of large-scale forest fires and the fragmentation 
of ecosystems of Natura 2000 network. It is important 
to recognize and count the rural population in its 
double aspect of quality food producers and curators of 
biodiversity that generate ecosystem services. n
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