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Workshop EVA Boost Perennials – Towards the implementation of a 

European Evaluation Network for Berries and Fruit Trees, 13–14 March 

2025 

Report 

1 Introduction: A turning point for European PGR collaboration  

In a time of growing awareness about the vulnerability of our food systems, the Workshop ‘EVA 
Boost perennials – Towards the implementation of a European Evaluation Network for Berries and 
Fruit Trees’, held on 13–14 March 2025, marked a significant milestone in the collaborative 
management of plant diversity in Europe. Organized under the umbrella of the German-funded 
EVA Boost project of the European Cooperative Programme for Plant Genetic Resources 
(ECPGR), this workshop gathered researchers, curators, NGOs, breeders and plant genetic 
resources (PGR) advocates from across the continent. The aim was not only to discuss ongoing 
initiatives but also to question assumptions, uncover blind spots and define concrete paths forward 
towards the establishment of a European Evaluation (EVA) Network for perennial crops. 

The urgency of the event could be felt in the introductory remarks delivered by Sandra Goritschnig, 
EVA’s coordinator. She reminded participants that genetic resources are no longer a “niche 
conservation topic”, but a strategic asset for food security, climate resilience and rural 
development. The workshop’s ambition was not simply to report progress but to imagine the EVA 
network’s evolution into a platform that is more inclusive, integrated and better aligned with real-
world agricultural and ecological challenges relevant for perennial crops such as berries and fruit 
trees. The main steps of the roadmap towards an EVA Perennials network were defined as (1) 
adapt the EVA framework to perennials, (2) identify the critical mass of partners for public–private 
partnerships, (3) develop a feasible work plan, and (4) identify necessary funding sources. 

The meeting represented a departure in its drive to reassess assumptions around data 
accessibility, stakeholder involvement and the functional definition of genetic resources’. Over two 
days of presentations, discussions and subgroup sessions (see Agenda in Appendix 1), 
participants navigated the tensions between conservation and utilization, between centralization 
and grassroots approaches, and between ideal models and operational reality.  

2 A mosaic of actors: Mapping participation and perspectives 

From the beginning, the diversity of the workshop’s participants signalled the richness of 
perspectives that would shape the discussion. Attendees came from over ten countries, 
representing national genebanks, research institutes, universities, NGOs and private companies, 
and also connected online to follow the presentations and participate in discussions (see 
participants list in Appendix 2). 

This diversity was not incidental; it was a reflection of the increasingly interdisciplinary and cross-
sectoral nature of genetic resource management. The presence of ProSpecieRara, a Swiss NGO 
with deep ties to community-based seed conservation, alongside private breeders and public 
research institutions like IFAPA, CREA and FEM, highlighted how different scales of action — 
from local to continental — are all essential to maintaining and using genetic diversity. 

Moreover, the geographic composition was indicative of EVA’s strengths and gaps. While the 
presence of central and southern European actors remained strong, there was a clear recognition 
of the need to better engage stakeholders from Eastern Europe, the Baltic region and the Balkans, 
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particularly in the berry and nut sectors. These regions harbour unique and often under-
documented genetic resources, yet remain underrepresented in coordinated European efforts. 

In this context, the initial round of self-introductions turned into an informal mapping of institutional 
roles, data gaps and unexplored opportunities. 

3 Framing the workshop: EVA, EURISCO and AEGIS in review 

The first session, led again by S. Goritschnig, provided a conceptual and technical frame for the 
discussions to follow. EVA was presented not just as a “network of networks,” but as a living 
system of cooperation that enables collective evaluation, data sharing and coordinated decision-
making on PGR. EVA has been operating since 2019, with the generous support of the German 
Ministry of Food and Agriculture, which is also funding the current EVA Boost project. During the 
past five years, six EVA networks for field and vegetable crops have been implemented, in which 
crop-specific public–private partnerships with more than 100 different partners have conducted 
evaluations on more than 5,000 PGR accessions, so far accumulating over 620,000 data points 
from 448 trials. The EVA framework aims to promote the use of germplasm diversity held in 
European genebanks involving diverse stakeholders who use standard protocols to enrich 
knowledge on accessions and make it publicly available.   

At the heart of this system are two key tools: EURISCO, the European Search Catalogue for Plant 
Genetic Resources, and AEGIS, the European Genebank Integrated System. Both are designed 
to facilitate access to PGR accessions and data, promote safety duplication, and enhance the 
visibility of national efforts. However, their potential is often limited by structural challenges. 

The participants were invited to critically assess the status of these tools. EURISCO, while 
comprehensive in design, remains incomplete in practice. Many accessions in national collections 
are either not uploaded or are missing essential passport data, such as donor information, 
collection site metadata or phenotypic descriptions. Even when data is available, it is not always 
harmonized or updated in a timely manner. Several institutions reported that they continue to rely 
on internal databases that are richer but not interconnected. 

AEGIS faces a different, though equally serious issue: implementation. While the system has a 
clear logic — creating a virtual genebank of uniquely assigned, well-documented accessions 
which should be accessible to users via the standard material transfer agreement (SMTA) of the 
International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA) — its lack 
of sustainable funding makes it difficult to enforce standards or monitor compliance. No technical 
body is in charge of evaluating the phytosanitary quality or regeneration status of listed material, 
which is an important problem in the case of field or in vitro collections of perennial crops. As a 
result, confidence in the data varies, and some participants questioned whether accessions 
labelled as ‘AEGIS-flagged’ were truly representative or up to date. 

These reflections set the tone for the rest of the workshop. Participants were not discouraged — 
rather, they saw an opportunity to reimagine these platforms, to link them more dynamically to the 
real work of pre-breeding, community conservation and commercial use. 

4 From concept to action: Presentations of previous and ongoing 
projects 

The core of the morning session was devoted to sharing experiences from ongoing projects that, 
while varied in scale and scope, all connect back to EVA’s mission of making PGR visible, 
accessible and useful. All presentations are available online at https://www.ecpgr.org/eva/eva-
networks/perennials/eva-perennials-project-meetings.  
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4.1 ECPGR Working Group activities 

ECPGR implements much of their work through networking activities within crop or thematic 
Working Groups (WG). In the case of perennial crops, overviews were presented of the 
Malus/Pyrus, Prunus, Berries, and Vitis WGs. The WGs bring together PGR conservation 
specialists from across Europe to network in meetings, and to jointly implement projects, either 
within the ECPGR Grant Scheme or other European funding opportunities such as COST, with 
the ultimate goal to improve conservation actions. As such, different projects over the past decade 
have developed standardized descriptors, inventorized PGR diversity and generated phenotypic 
and genotypic data on these European fruit collections. These projects have generated the 
relevant collaborative networks and provided the basis for further exploitation of PGR through EU-
funded projects and possible multi-stakeholder evaluation networks such as EVA. 

4.2 The BreedingValue project – Strawberry, raspberry and blueberry 

Presented by Bruno Mezzetti (Università Politecnica delle Marche), the BreedingValue project 
(2021–2025) offered a concrete example of how public and private breeding can generate real 
outputs in a short time. 

What makes this project particularly valuable is its integrative methodology, combining classical 
breeding with genomic tools and consumer preference data. The project’s success with strawberry 
stands in contrast to its more constrained work on blueberries, where European institutions still 
depend heavily on germplasm from outside the continent. This situation raises strategic questions 
about sovereignty, competitiveness, and the need for more ambitious investment in native 
blueberry programmes. Notably, most cultivars registered in Europe are from before 2020 and in 
blue and blackberry, mainly non-EU varieties have been registered in the past years.  

The project has generated a number of valuable resources for the community, from germplasm 
catalogues to genomic and phenotyping tools and data management, a standardized terminology 
for berry characterization and life cycle assessment approaches to test sustainability of berry 
cultivars. 

B. Mezzetti also highlighted the importance of coordinating with small and medium-sized 
enterprises  (SMEs) and nurseries, ensuring that breeding outputs are not only stored in 
publications but actually reach farmers and consumers. 

4.3 INNOBRED – Innovation in pre-breeding of fruit trees 

INNOBRED (2022–2026), jointly presented by Baptiste Dumont (Walloon Agricultural Research 
Center) and Daniela Giovannini (CREA), positions itself as a platform for cross-species innovation 
in pre-breeding of fruit perennial crops. Divided into working groups by crop, the project has 
developed harmonized descriptors and trait scoring systems, enabling meaningful comparisons 
across sites and countries. The project was shaped based on the needs of the fruit production 
sector, with input collected from breeders, variety testers and nurseries.  

The team emphasized the importance of phenology and resistance traits, which are often the most 
variable but also the most crucial under climate uncertainty. One of INNOBRED’s key innovations 
lies in its use of linked datasets, connecting phenotypic information with genotypic markers to 
allow for genome-wide association studies (GWAS) and other advanced analyses. However, they 
also admitted the difficulty of obtaining uniform data, particularly when partners use different 
evaluation environments or legacy descriptors. In this respect, the challenge of perennial crops is 
clearly the establishment of evaluation orchards, with a lag time of multiple years before 
evaluations can be conducted, and the lack of common reference cultivars or replicates. 
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The presenters called for EVA to serve as a “coordinator of coordination,” helping partners align 
protocols and consolidate fragmented datasets, providing also a framework for the InnoBreed 
stakeholder network to continue their collaboration after the end of the project. 

4.4 MEDPOME-STONE – Drought-resilient almonds 

Representing the Mediterranean dimension of the workshop, Gaetano Distefano presented results 
from the PRIMA project MEDPOME-STONE (2022–2025), which focused on wild pear and 
almond accessions and their drought tolerance in the Mediterranean area. 

Over 140 almond accessions have been tested under controlled water stress. The trials have 
already revealed promising local ecotypes that combine drought resilience with commercial 
quality. Genomic and transcriptomic analyses complemented the phenotypic data and allowed 
association analyses. Gaetano supported the need for increased funding for marginal crop 
assessments, especially in light of climate change, highlighting the challenges of genetic 
improvement in almond trees. Almonds, often overlooked in broader PGR discussions, could be 
the key to future resilience in water-scarce regions. 

4.5 SHIELD4GRAPE – Resilience in Grapevine 

Maria Antonietta Palombi (CREA) introduced SHIELD4GRAPE (2024–2027), a project applying 
marker-assisted selection (MAS) to identify disease-tolerant and climate-resilient grapevine 
accessions. 

The project team is working with a large panel of > 5,000 underused Vitis genotypes, many of 
which were found in local or informal collections not yet integrated into AEGIS or EURISCO. Using 
a suite of single-nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) markers, the project is constructing profiles that 
could guide future breeding work and help protect Mediterranean viticulture from increasing 
environmental pressures, exploiting new genetic diversity to reduce pesticide input. 

She also advocated for stronger links between university-led programmes and national PGR 
platforms, suggesting that many valuable materials remain “invisible” due to a lack of institutional 
integration. 

4.6 ProSpecieRara – A community-based model 

Closing the morning session, Béla Bartha, Director of ProSpecieRara, offered a compelling 
account of a different model: decentralized, community-driven and rooted in practice. 

The Swiss NGO has developed a holistic model of conservation, collaborating with over 200 
private and public orchards, farmers and other maintainers to conserve in situ the Swiss perennial 
collection of 2,520 fruit, 450 berry and 115 Vitis varieties. Their approach integrates legal support 
(on variety registration and seed exchange), education, and public engagement through online 
catalogues. He noted the ongoing challenge to connect the decentralized Swiss database 
www.bdn.ch with EURISCO, where the last data synchronization was effected in 2013. Plant 
material can be ordered online and a label for niche varieties has been established to highlight 
them to consumers in the country’s supermarkets. 

B. Bartha reminded participants that genetic resources live not only in seedbanks but in people’s 
gardens, memories and local knowledge. His contribution brought a necessary cultural dimension 
to the conversation and challenged the group to think beyond databases. 
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5 Deepening the dialogue: Parallel subgroup sessions 

Following the morning plenary, the workshop transitioned into more focused thematic work by 
dividing the participants into two subgroups. This structure allowed for deeper engagement with 
issues specific to different crop categories and stakeholder realities. The division was not merely 
practical; it reflected a growing understanding that berries and pome/stone/nut/grape crops 
present distinct challenges in terms of data, cultivation systems, stakeholder landscapes and 
breeding traditions. 

These subgroup sessions proved to be among the most insightful components of the workshop. 
Freed from the constraints of large-group moderation, participants were able to articulate 
operational issues, test new ideas and propose sharper definitions for what EVA should become. 

5.1 The berry subgroup: Expanding horizons, clarifying scope 

Expansion of the berry PGR group 

The meeting discussed the need to enlarge the current berry-related group in order to increase 
the availability of material for evaluation. Expanding the network could provide additional funding 
opportunities for PGR projects, as current funding sources are mainly local (national or regional) 
or private. 

Role of COST and EVA actions 

COST actions have been useful for networking, allowing a lot of work in coordinating activities. 
While COST actions do not provide a budget for performing activities, they are critical for 
networking, which helps better define, structure activities and achieve results. The network can 
also assist in identifying genebanks and repositories, and in the selection of suitable partners, 
laying the groundwork for larger EU projects such as BreedingValue. In this frame, the EVA 
network can be useful, as it can provide the framework for continued collaboration and exploitation 
of project results and help generate funding by enabling the application for large-scale projects 
(e.g. EU-funded projects). 

Challenges with institutional and old connections 

The networks within the berries research community have faced challenges in recent years and 
some well-established connections were lost (retirement, turnover, etc.). Therefore, it is important 
to build and establish new connections. To extend the berry group, we should focus on Baltic and 
Eastern European countries (e.g. Poland, Czech Republic, Romania), as these regions are 
important not only for the materials they hold but also for the agricultural land involved in these 
crops. 

PGR availability in berry crops 

Strawberry and raspberry are well-established crops, and there is already a strong pool of PGR 
available. However, when we look at blueberry and blackberry, which are rapidly expanding crops, 
there is a significant lack of PGR in the EU. We currently rely heavily on foreign countries, primarily 
the USA, or a few large companies. Hence, these crops could be important targets for establishing 
an EVA network. 

Role of national PGR programmes 
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Berry collections in Spain and Norway reported difficulties maintaining and characterizing their 
collections due to a lack of systematic national funding and capacity of permanent staff to do 
evaluations. Possible solutions include the generation of core collections, which could be 
systematically maintained and genotyped, or, as is done in Switzerland to decentralize the 
collection maintenance, involving multiple actors whose work is centrally monitored by 
ProSpecieRara and where the material remains publicly accessible even if maintained by private 
partners. Keeping these PGR repositories alive is essential to combine the characteristics of old 
varieties (resistances, volatiles, sensory characters) in new varieties that are also large, high-
yielding and with an extended shelf life.  

Defining PGR 

It is necessary to define and agree on the types of PGR we wish to include: wild species, pre-
breeding materials (old, new, commercial cultivars), and germplasm. Agreeing on what type of 
PGR we are seeking is a critical part of what we want to achieve. Crop wild relatives (CWR) may 
be of particular interest; however, there is no structured in situ conservation in Europe and they 
are also not used in current breeding programmes.  

Stakeholder engagement 

The institutions we want to involve should include research centres, NGOs, foundations and 
universities. Specifically, for NGOs, we need to understand their operational models and what 
advantages they can bring to the table. 

Private companies are vital in this context because they have the financial resources to purchase 
PGR and/or fund their acquisition. Their involvement in the berry PGR network is increasingly 
important as they can also play a role in advancing the research and development of new 
materials. Nevertheless, participation must guarantee a clear benefit for them and allow them to 
valorize their best pre-breeding materials.  

Existing evaluation orchards should be mobilized where possible, and different agricultural 
production systems tested (e.g. agroforestry and urban agriculture) to promote the inclusion of 
diversity into the production systems for local markets.  

Material quality and reliability 

The quality of the material is paramount. We must assess the reliability of core collections of PGR, 
ranging from hobbyist collections to established repositories. The trustworthiness of these 
materials and the data they provide is crucial. We should establish a minimum level of standard 
quality analyses, taking into account factors like phytosanitary status, genotype characterization, 
and, where possible, genotyping. Defining reference materials for the crops under evaluation is 
another important issue, with well-established resources available for strawberry but not 
necessarily other berry crops. 

PGR and stakeholders 

EU institutions recognize the importance of PGR, but they are increasingly seeking business 
connections to ensure sustainability. 

Germplasm can be appealing not only to multinational companies but also to small and medium-
sized businesses. Breeding companies are the primary stakeholders, and we need to better 
understand their needs, especially how to create variability for traits such as disease resistance. 
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In terms of target traits, breeders highlighted the need to reach a large enough market segment, 
as consumers want a constant supply of the same quality fruit throughout the year. Breeding for 
niche markets is not always economically feasible.  

Another key consideration is how to manage pre-breeding material, which is often costly and time-
consuming to develop. This makes it attractive to private companies, which could potentially fund 
or invest in its development. 

Data utilization by private companies 

Big companies are increasingly not only interested in genetic material but also in the data 
generated from it. Phenotypic and genotypic data are highly valuable to these companies as they 
can be used to develop predictive models, which they can then monetize. Therefore, the data 
generated from PGR will be a key asset. 

Post-project sustainability 

A critical issue is what will happen after the end of a project. How do we ensure the continuation 
of the work? Who will maintain PGR? The answer lies in continued public funding and further 
networking to get access to projects, which will allow for the preservation and maintenance of the 
material, including pre-breeding materials developed over the past decades. 

Role of NGOs and local partners 

We need to find NGOs or foundations that can operate at the local partner level. For instance, the 
Swiss organization ProSpecieRara has been successful in creating networks and generating 
business, even with modest revenues. These organizations are crucial for ensuring the 
continuation and preservation of PGR and also provide an important link to local markets and 
consumers. 

Genebanks as living collections 

Finally, the concept of repository was discussed. A genebank should not be a static museum but 
a dynamic, living collection. This approach ensures that even if certain materials are not the top 
varieties for large companies, they can still be preserved and continue to be useful for research, 
breeding, small businesses and conservation efforts. 

Prioritization of species and strategic targets 

To organize efforts and guide funding applications, the group proposed a provisional classification 
of berry species based on three priority tiers: 

 Group A – Core crops: strawberry (Fragaria × ananassa), raspberry (Rubus ideaus), 
blackberry (Rubus spp.), blueberry (Vaccinium sect. Cyanococcus), blackcurrant (Ribes 
nigrum), redcurrant (Ribes rubrum), gooseberry (Ribes uva-crispa), kiwifruit (Actinidia 
chinensis var. deliciosa). These species are economically significant, relatively well-
characterized, and supported by existing stakeholder networks. 

 Group B – Emerging crops: mulberry (Morus spp.), goji berry (Lycium barbarum), haskap 
(honeysuckle; Lonicera caerulea), kiwi berry (Actinidia arguta), cranberry (Vaccinium sect. 
Oxycoccus), wild strawberry (Fragaria spp.), sea-buckthorn (Hippophaë rhamnoides). 
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These crops have regional importance and growing niche markets, but lack coordinated 
conservation or evaluation programmes. 

 Group C – Underutilized/high-potential: crowberry (Empetrum nigrum), strawberry tree 
(Arbutus unedo), cloudberry (Rubus chamaemorus), Arctic brambleberry (Rubus arcticus), 
lingonberry (Vaccinum vitis-idaea). These species are largely overlooked but possess 
nutritional and ecological value, particularly for marginal areas or climate-adaptive farming. 

This classification was not meant as a rigid hierarchy, but as a strategic roadmap to allocate limited 
resources and coordinate multi-country proposals more efficiently. 

In terms of a strategic way forward a first important step would be to map the currently available 
information, identify possible partner institutions and responsible people in the relevant European 
regions, get an overview of the existing collections for the target crops and define priority traits 
(biotic stresses, yield and quality potential) in order to widen the genetic basis of berry breeding 
programmes.  

5.2 The pome–stone–nuts–grape subgroup: Structure and strategic gaps 

Thematic framing 

The second subgroup focused on a wide range of perennial crops, including pome fruits (such as 
apple and pear), stone fruits (such as plum, cherry and apricot), nuts (such as almond, walnut, 
hazelnut, chestnut and pistachio), grape, and less commonly addressed species like quince and 
medlar. Participants included representatives from national genebanks, research institutes, 
universities, and breeding programmes with experience in evaluation, conservation and pre-
breeding of these crops. 

The discussions were primarily centred on the following key themes: 

1. Expectations and existing initiatives 
2. Genotyping activities already in progress 
3. Harmonization of phenotyping protocols 
4. Identification of priority traits 
5. Legal and procedural limitations to material exchange 
6. Opportunities for coordination among existing actors and networks. 

Expectations and existing initiatives 

In addition to the activities presented in the first session, participants listed several other initiatives 
that are contributing to characterization and pre-breeding of tree fruit species, including EU 
projects such as FruitDiv or ForGenius (both focusing more on CWR), national breeding 
programmes (e.g. by France or Germany), regional programmes coordinated by FAO or CIHEAM, 
and the MUNQ/PUNQ & CHUNQ initiatives. Given the timeframe of evaluations with a minimum 
of three years of regeneration after transplanting, it will be important to strategically plan for long-
term assessment across different environments. One promising approach is to create multisite 
core collections, although keeping in mind that most public institutions don’t have the resources 
to contribute in kind to evaluation activities.  

Genotyping activities and material availability 

Participants reported that genotyping initiatives are already being conducted in several institutions, 
using platforms such as single primer enrichment technology (SPET) and Axiom arrays, 
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particularly for apple, pear, cherry, walnut, hazelnut and chestnut. However, it was noted that there 
is currently no consolidated overview of which accessions have been genotyped, what protocols 
or marker systems were used, and whether or not those datasets are available for sharing or 
integration. 

In some cases, the data exist but remain unpublished or are stored in restricted institutional 
databases. This makes it difficult to assess whether duplicated accessions exist across collections 
or whether certain materials have already been evaluated. 

While genotyping is ongoing in several collections, participants observed that many accessions 
have not yet been characterized, or are insufficiently documented, especially regarding their 
origin, phenotypic traits, or regeneration status. The issue of funding limitations was mentioned, 
especially for underrepresented crops such as quince or walnut, for which no large-scale 
coordinated evaluations are currently in place. In these crops, evaluation activities within an EVA 
framework could have a larger impact than on larger crops with already well-established networks. 
Nevertheless, material from EU projects, including reference populations, should be exploited as 
much as possible and better integrated into ECPGR. 

Harmonization of phenotyping protocols 

It was reported that phenotyping methods vary widely between institutions and across countries. 
While some partners use international standards descriptors, others rely on internal or project-
specific scoring systems. The lack of a common reference framework limits the possibility to 
compare results across trials, hindering meta-analyses and collaborative pre-breeding. 

Participants agreed that there is a need for EVA to propose core sets of descriptors per crop 
group, selecting a balance between widely used indicators and traits relevant for current breeding 
needs. 

The need to integrate environmental metadata and management information (e.g. rootstock, 
irrigation, pest pressure) was also highlighted, in order to contextualize phenotypic data and allow 
more meaningful comparisons between sites. Establishing evaluation orchards in multiple 
environments requires good planning and compliance with appropriate phytosanitary 
requirements and material sharing agreements. 

Priority traits for evaluation 

Several traits were identified as particularly relevant for evaluation across pome, stone and nut 
fruit species. These included: 

 Flowering time, chilling/dormancy requirements and tolerance to frost damage in early 
spring; these traits still need to be better defined 

 Biotic stress resistance, including resistance to scab, fire blight, and aphids; these traits 
could also be tested on cuttings in lab environments 

 Abiotic stress tolerance, particularly drought resistance in nuts (e.g. almond, walnut, 
chestnut) and salt tolerance in marginal areas 

 Quality traits, such as fruit firmness, sugar-to-acid ratio, flavour profile and storability 

 Tree architecture and productivity, including ease of pruning and training for low-input 
systems. 

These traits were considered essential to guide future evaluation and pre-breeding work, 
particularly under climate change scenarios. Participants expressed the need for multi-site 
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evaluation trials, ideally coordinated at the EVA level and supported by common phenotyping 
standards. Identification of suitable reference cultivars for the different traits is another important 
aspect with some gaps that need to be filled still. Historical phenology data on dormancy traits 
should be mobilized where possible.  

Legal and procedural barriers 

Legal and regulatory issues were discussed at length, particularly in relation to the Nagoya 
Protocol, Access and Benefit Sharing (ABS), and the use of the SMTA. Several institutions noted 
that uncertainty or lack of internal guidance on ABS procedures represents a real obstacle to 
germplasm exchange and collaboration. 

The current SMTA framework, while applicable under the FAO ITPGRFA, was described as 
sometimes difficult to apply in practice, especially for vegetatively propagated crops or for material 
that are not part of Annex I. There were requests for clarified documentation and simplified 
templates, adapted to the EVA context. 

In addition, some institutions reported that even sharing basic data on material availability is 
constrained by legal concerns, particularly when accessions are of unknown or mixed origin, or 
when their legal status is not clearly defined. 

It was suggested that EVA consider providing centralized legal support or model documents, and 
possibly facilitate contacts with national authorities responsible for Nagoya Protocol 
implementation. 

Stakeholder engagement and network integration 

The group noted that private sector involvement remains limited in many crops, particularly for 
nuts and underutilized species. Breeders, nurseries and SMEs are often interested in accessing 
genetic resources but do not participate in coordinated evaluations or EVA activities, possibly due 
to limited awareness or lack of suitable engagement models. European NGOs are very active and 
could be more relevant for the EVA Perennials initiative. 

It was considered important to map relevant stakeholders in each country and to identify points of 
contact for engagement. Models of collaboration may include pre-competitive consortia, access 
to demonstration plots, or data-sharing agreements with appropriate legal and commercial 
safeguards. 

Participants also discussed the potential to link EVA activities with existing thematic networks, 
such as EUFRIN (for fruit breeding), CIHEAM (for Mediterranean crops), and FAO regional 
initiatives. While some of these networks already manage trials and collect data, coordination 
remains limited, and duplication of efforts is possible. 

It was proposed that EVA organize country-level scoping missions, involving EVA partners, to 
identify existing material, needs, gaps and potential synergies with other actors. 

6 Day 2 – Strategic outlook and planning session 

The second day of the workshop was dedicated to strategic planning and to consolidating the 
outcomes of the previous discussions. The session was held in plenary format and focused on 
identifying shared priorities, operational needs, and proposed actions for the EVA network moving 
forward. 



 

13 

6.1 The EVA framework  

The existing EVA framework has been developed for the management of continuous cycles of 
evaluation of seed-propagated crops. Some aspects may therefore have to be adjusted for its 
implementation on perennial crops, but the main principles remain: (1) a stakeholder-oriented work 
planning with traits and materials selected based on user needs, (2) standardization of protocols 
and data collection, (3) use of SMTA for material exchange, (4) use of the EURISCO-EVA 
information system for management of phenotypic data and (5) use of cooperation agreements to 
outline rights and responsibilities of participating members. EVA partners contribute to joint 
evaluations according to their expertise and capacity, with genebanks, research institutes and 
private sector partners playing different roles in the EVA networks. Here the EVA perennials 
network may provide an opportunity to further diversify the stakeholders, engaging also with 
producers and nurseries. EVA Networks are collaborating with ongoing EU and other 
national/regional projects, providing a framework for results exploitation and stakeholder 
engagement and also here the potential to build on previous initiatives presented during the 
workshop was highlighted.  

The following discussions addressed how the EVA framework could be applied to perennial crops 
and what adjustments would need to be made to better match the needs and priorities of these 
crops.  

6.2 Review of subgroup discussions 

A summary of the subgroup discussions held on the first day was presented and reviewed. Both 
the berry and pome–stone–nuts–grape subgroups had addressed several common themes, 
including: 

 The need for a clear and functional definition of the types of genetic material to be 
considered within EVA activities (e.g. landraces, wild relatives, obsolete cultivars, pre-
breeding material and improved lines) 

 The lack of consistency in data quality, completeness and accessibility across collections 
and databases 

 The importance of identifying priority traits and crops based on breeding relevance, 
conservation value, and stakeholder interest. 

Both subgroups had also highlighted difficulties related to data interoperability and the lack of 
harmonized protocols for phenotyping and genotyping. It was considered necessary to improve 
coordination in these areas and explore solutions for more effective data sharing. 

In addition, the berry group had pointed out the limited involvement of certain regions, particularly 
Eastern and Northern Europe, and the need to clarify inclusion criteria for less conventional berry 
species. The pome–stone–nuts–grape subgroup had placed specific attention on the legal and 
procedural barriers affecting access to material, including those related to the Nagoya Protocol 
and the SMTA. 
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6.3 Identified strategic themes 

The plenary discussion addressed several areas considered relevant for the long-term 
development and coordination of EVA activities on perennial crops. The topics below were 
identified as strategic priorities. 

Timeframe and planning 

Given the long timeframe needed for evaluation of perennial plants, the need for good initial 
planning was highlighted. Switzerland, where in the frame of ProSpecieRara multisite evaluations 
on core collections are conducted, could be a good example for a local/regional network. Similarly, 
reference populations should be established in multiple locations across Europe to facilitate 
comparisons among different trials. The ECPGR FruitTreeData Grant Scheme Activity was 
mentioned as an example for such an approach.  

As part of the long-term planning, a mapping of existing field collections/evaluation plots and 
associated data should be a priority, along with a survey on what investment is needed in order 
to develop varieties for niche markets, where EVA and other publicly funded projects could support 
private breeders. It may also be an opportunity to create outreach to promote niche varieties and 
minor crops, which are typically grown more regionally. The relevant market research could be 
conducted in the frame of EU projects, identifying the potential of minor crops, where they can be 
grown, what they can be used for (e.g. bioactive compounds), and to use these data to promote 
them with breeders and growers.  

Legal frameworks and operational guidance 

The need for simplified legal documentation was raised. It was suggested that a ‘Legal Toolkit’ be 
developed, including template agreements, explanatory materials, and practical examples to 
assist EVA partners in navigating compliance requirements related to access and benefit sharing 
(ABS), Nagoya Protocol obligations, and SMTA procedures. 

In addition, the possibility of providing dedicated legal support or advisory services for EVA 
members was noted. 

Stakeholder engagement and participation 

It was acknowledged that the involvement of a broader range of stakeholders would strengthen 
the relevance and sustainability of EVA. Particular attention was drawn to the potential contribution 
of NGOs, SMEs, private breeders, nurseries, botanical gardens and local or regional networks. It 
was considered important to improve communication with these actors and actively include them 
in future initiatives, evaluations and proposals. 

The role of national and regional outreach was also discussed, especially in relation to countries 
or sectors currently underrepresented in EVA activities. 

Depending on the type of material, different stakeholders may be involved, e.g. CWR, old varieties, 
new crops in different regions and breeders, nurseries, growers associations, farmers or 
gardeners. Citizen scientists could also play an important role in the evaluation of perennial crops.  

Considering the scope of the intended collaboration, there may be the need to consider two levels 
of EVA networks, one at a pre-competitive level (pre-pre-breeding) and one at close-to-market 
level, which would target more the utilization of varieties by nurseries and growers.  
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National-level coordination and mapping 

It was suggested that country-specific consultations be organized to assess the current situation 
of genetic resource management at the national level. These consultations could help identify 
active collections, existing gaps, institutional capacities, and opportunities for collaboration. Such 
mapping exercises were also seen as a way to encourage engagement and strengthen the EVA 
network across regions. 

Funding opportunities and sustainability 

The sustainability of EVA activities was identified as a critical concern. Since 2019, the EVA 
initiative has been supported primarily by the German Ministry of Food and Agriculture, with some 
additional funding support from EU project AGENT and ECPGR Grant Scheme Activities. 
However, these funds have only partially covered the project activities, with partners contributing 
in kind especially towards evaluations, regenerations and data analyses. While ECPGR is 
committed to support the coordination of the EVA networks and data infrastructure through its 
regular budget, specific network activities will continue to require additional funding. It was 
proposed that a joint effort be made to identify and coordinate participation in upcoming EU and 
national funding calls. This could include small-scale ECPGR Grant Scheme Activities, Horizon 
Europe projects, and other relevant instruments. The idea of establishing a standing EVA task 
force to prepare proposals and manage partnerships was also mentioned.  

EVA activities could also be funded through dedicated EU funds for conservation and valorization 
of biodiversity, as part of the common agricultural policy. Importantly, creating visibility for the 
project and the products, i.e. the genetic diversity in our crops, is needed to grow the demand for 
them in the community and consequently the financial support for conservation and valorization 
activities.  

Main crops of interest 

From the discussions above, the perennial crops for which establishing an EVA network would be 
most straightforward were berries and apples. The most interesting niche crops would be nuts, 
where little genetic diversity exists across Europe but there is a strong need for adaptation to 
climate change. Walnut, for example, is mainly sourced from the UC Davis breeding programme, 
with very few European varieties; new materials are urgently needed. Similarly, berry breeding is 
heavily dependent on American germplasm or led by big companies. Here an EVA network could 
connect SMEs and public sector breeders with CWR and local collections in Eastern Europe to 
breed for a changing climate. In some crops, the cataloguing and conservation of CWR could be 
an entire project.  

7 Proposed actions and next steps 

Based on the discussion, a preliminary set of follow-up actions was proposed to develop the 
roadmap towards establishing an EVA Perennials network: 

 Conduct an audit of existing data across national inventories, project outputs and 
EURISCO entries, in order to identify overlaps, gaps and inconsistencies 

 Continue engagement with ongoing EU projects and ECPGR Working Groups to create 
the stakeholder network 
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 Launch outreach efforts toward new stakeholders, with particular attention to SMEs and 
local actors, conducting a more detailed survey on expertise, capacity and expectations 
(Appendix 3)  

 Define priority crops for which a critical mass of stakeholders is interested in setting up an 
EVA network  

 Define crop-specific priority traits to guide future evaluation and breeding activities 

 Develop reference lists of accessions, per subgroup, that can serve as a basis for 
harmonized phenotyping 

 Discuss conditions for access to material and prepare simplified legal templates and 
supporting documents for use across EVA partners 

 Organize country-level scoping missions in selected regions (e.g. Balkans, Baltics, 
Mediterranean) 

 Develop a plan for setting up standardized evaluation orchards (reference varieties, layout, 
replicates) 

 Compile and maintain a shared calendar of relevant funding opportunities. 

8 Closing and follow-up 

The workshop concluded with agreement on the need to continue the collaborative work initiated 
during the two days. It was considered important to maintain the momentum generated and initiate 
concrete activities as soon as possible. It was also noted that progress updates, further 
coordination and eventual online meetings should be planned within the year to follow up on the 
agreed actions and to assess further needs and opportunities. Upcoming EU project meetings and 
WG meetings will be an opportunity to promote the EVA perennials initiative and discuss open 
issues.  
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Appendix 1. Meeting agenda 

 
Venue: Department of Agricultural, Food, and Environmental Sciences, Università 
Politecnica delle Marche, Ancona, Italy  
THURSDAY 13 MARCH    

08.30 – 09.00  Participants registration    

  Welcome and introductory 
session  

Room: I  CHAIR: L. MAZZONI  

09.00 – 09.10  Welcome by local host and ECPGR  B. Mezzetti,   
S. Goritschnig  

09.10 – 09.30  Introduction of participants  All  

09.30 – 09.55  Overview of ECPGR, the EVA networks and the EVA 
Boost initiative   

S. Goritschnig  

09.55 – 10.00  Q&A     

  Information on ECPGR initiatives  Room: I  CHAIR: S. GORITSCHNIG  

10.00 – 10:25   Overview of ECPGR Working group activities on fruit 
trees, nuts, berries and vitis   

D. Giovannini (stone)  
M. Ordidge (pome)  
B. Mezzetti (berries)  
M.A. Palombi (grape)  

10:25 – 10:30  Q&A    

10:30– 11.00  TEA/COFFEE BREAK    

  Information on other initiatives  Room: N  CHAIR: B. MEZZETTI  

11.00 – 11:20  BreedingValue (Berries)  B. Mezzetti  

11:20 – 11:40  InnOBreed (Stone and Pome fruits)  D. Giovannini & B. 
Dumont  

11.40 – 12.00  MEDPome-Stone (Pear and Almond)   G. Di Stefano  

12.00 – 12.20  Shield4Grape (Vitis)   M.A. Palombi  

12.20 – 12.30  On-farm conservation of fruit trees and berries   B. Bartha  

12:30 – 13:30  LUNCH    

   Elements of an EVA network on perennials     

13.30 – 14.00  Overview of the EVA framework and data 
management  

S. Goritschnig  

14.00 – 14.45  Discussion in small groups: Expectations from 
breeders, producers and genebanks (material, traits, 
conditions of operation)  

All  

14.45 – 15.30  Discussion in small groups: Applying the EVA 
framework to perennial plants: Considerations, open 
questions  

All  

15.30 – 16.00  TEA/COFFEE BREAK    

16.00 – 17.00  Discussion in small groups: Which crop(s) and which 
traits could be the focus of the Network  

All  

17.00 – 17.30  Feedback, comments and discussion towards the 
establishment of EVA Perennials  

All  

20.00   SOCIAL DINNER     
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FRIDAY 14 MARCH     

  Towards the establishment of an EVA network on 
Perennials   

CHAIR: S. GORITSCHNIG  

09:00 – 09:30  Small groups report to Plenary  M. Ordidge   
B Mezzetti  

09.30 – 10.00  Discussion: Conditions of operation – workplan and 
experimental design   

All  

10.00 – 10.30  Discussion: Funding options for activities in EVA Boost 
Perennials  

S. Goritschnig/  
All  

10.30 – 11.00  TEA/COFFEE BREAK    

11.00 – 12:30  Discussion and Drafting of a roadmap and workplan for 
next steps  

All   

12.30 – 13:00  Wrap-up of decisions  S. Goritschnig  

13:00   END OF WORKSHOP    

13.15 – 14.30  LUNCH    

Afternoon   Visit to University laboratories (optional)  L. Mazzoni  
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Appendix 3: EVA post-workshop survey 

Feedback and strategic input – EVA Boost Perennials Workshop (March 2025) 

During the EVA Boost Workshop in Ancona in March 2025, a basic discussion towards the 
establishment of an EVA Perennials network with public–private partnerships jointly evaluating 
fruit trees or berries was started. The meeting report is available on the EVA website. Your 
feedback is essential to help us better understand the challenges, needs and priorities of our 
community. This short survey (10–15 minutes) will guide the future direction of EVA activities 
and help us build a stronger, more inclusive and effective network. 

Section 1: General Information (We collect this information to be able to contact you for follow-
up discussions and actions. It will not be used for other purposes.) 

1. Please provide the name of your organization 
2. Please indicate the type of your organization 
☐ Genebank 
☐ Research Institution 
☐ NGO 
☐ Private company 
☐ Other 

3. Where are you located (city, country)? 
4. Please provide your name (main contact) 
5. Please provide your email (main contact) 

Section 2: General issues in genetic resources use or conservation 

6. What are the main challenges your institution currently faces in the conservation or use 
of perennial genetic resources? (multiple answers possible) 
☐ Lack of funding 
☐ Insufficient access to reliable data 
☐ Unclear legal frameworks (e.g. Nagoya Protocol, sMTA) 
☐ Limited cooperation or coordination with other institutions 
☐ Lack of access to high-quality material 
☐ Difficulty engaging relevant stakeholders 

7. How often do you use EURISCO to access or share data? 
☐ Regularly 
☐ Occasionally 
☐ Rarely 
☐ Never 

8. Do you feel your institution's accessions are adequately represented in EURISCO? 
☐ Yes 
☐ Partially 
☐ No 
☐ Not sure 
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Section 3: Development of an EVA Perennials network 

9. Which (inter-)national projects on perennial crops have you participated in, that could 
provide input to an EVA Perennial Network (in terms of material and data for further 
exploitation)? Where possible, include links to websites or relevant publications.  

10. In your opinion, what should be the top 3 strategic priorities for an EVA Perennials 
network in the next 2–3 years? 

11. Which crops would your priority be in an EVA Perennials network, on a scale of 1 to 5 
(1=low priority, 5=high priority)? 
☐ Berries 
☐ Pome 
☐ Stone 
☐ Nuts 
☐ Grape 

Section 4: Berry fruits 

12. Are you interested in participitating in a Berries network? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
13. Among berries, which species must be considered as priority in the EVA Perennials 

Network? 
14. Can you provide Plant Genetic Resources for sharing? If yes, what material can you 

provide and how many accessions?  
15. Can you conduct field trial on some berry species (in-kind contribution)? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
16. What other expertise could you bring to this species? (Laboratory testing for fruit quality / 

genotyping / plant phenotyping / other) 
17. What are the main traits that should be prioritized in the evaluation of a genotype? 
18. Do you have any comment or suggestion for the Berry fruits network? 

Section 5: Pome fruits 

1. Are you interested in participitating in a Pome fruits network? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
2. Among pomes, which species must be considered as priority in the EVA Perennials 

Network? 
3. Can you provide Plant Genetic Resources for sharing? If yes, what material can you 

provide and how many accessions? 
4. Can you conduct field trial on some pome species (in-kind contribution)? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
5. What other expertise could you bring to this species? (Laboratory testing for fruit quality / 

genotyping / plant phenotyping / other) 
6. What are the main traits that should be prioritized in the evaluation of a genotype? 
7. Do you have any comment or suggestion for the Pome fruits fruits network? 

Section 6: Stone fruits 

8. Are you interested in participitating in a Stone fruits network? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
9. Among stones, which species must be considered as priority in the EVA Perennials 

Network? 
10. Can you provide Plant Genetic Resources for sharing? If yes, what material can you 

provide and how many accessions? 
11. Can you conduct field trial on some stone species (in-kind contribution)? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
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12. What other expertise could you bring to this species? (Laboratory testing for fruit quality / 
genotyping / plant phenotyping / other) 

13. What are the main traits that should be prioritized in the evaluation of a genotype? 
14. Do you have any comment or suggestion for the Stone fruits network? 

Section 7: Nuts 

15. Are you interested in participitating in a Nuts network? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
16. Among nuts, which species must be considered as priority in the EVA Perennials 

Network? 
17. Can you provide Plant Genetic Resources for sharing? If yes, what material can you 

provide and how many accessions? 
18. Can you conduct field trial on some nuts species (in-kind contribution)? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
19. What other expertise could you bring to this species? (Laboratory testing for fruit quality / 

genotyping / plant phenotyping / other) 
20. What are the main traits that should be prioritized in the evaluation of a genotype? 
21. Do you have any comment or suggestion for the Nuts network? 

Section 8: Grape 

22. Are you interested in participitating in a Grapes network? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
23. Can you provide Plant Genetic Resources for sharing? If yes, what material can you 

provide and how many accessions? 
24. Can you conduct field trial on some grape (in-kind contribution)? (Yes/No/Maybe) 
25. What other expertise could you bring to this species? (Laboratory testing for fruit quality / 

genotyping / plant phenotyping / other) 
26. What are the main traits that should be prioritized in the evaluation of a genotype? 
27. Do you have any comment or suggestion for the Grape network? 

Section 9: Open Contributions 

28. Do you have any suggestions or recommendations for improving the coordination, 
visibility, or impact of EVA Boost Perennials’ work? 

29. Is there anything you wanted to share during the workshop but didn’t have the chance to 
express? 

30. Can you suggest other potentially interested stakeholders to contact to expand the EVA 
Boost Perennials Network (please provide name, organisation and contact email)? 


