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Genetic Diversity in Taro, and the
Preservation of Culinary Knowledge

Peter J. Matthews

(EZRIEF1%188)
In a paper delivered at the 12th International
Symposium of the Society for Tropical Root Crops,
in Tsukuba this year, I concluded that 'because
different cultivars are used in different ways,
preserving culinary knowledge is very important
for preserving genetic diversity in taro, and vice
versa: without the one, the other may become
irrelevant’. When 1 first became involved in taro
research, my main aim was learn about the origins
and dispersal of taro through genetic analysis of
wild and cultivated forms of taro collected from
many locations This required the establishment of
research collections in New Zealand (Matthews
1984) and Australia (Matthews 1990). These
collections could not be maintained beyond the
period of the research projects. This led me to an
interest in the issue of plant germplasm
conservation. From my own experience and
observation, it seems likely that the international
transfer of research materials is frequently also
responsible for the transfer of diseases. This is true
even when quarantine procedures are followed,
because these procedures are not actually based on
any thorough knowledge of the fungal and viral
diseases of taro. If international germplasm
collections are both difficult and dangerous to keep,
can support be generated for the maintenance of
regional or local collections? Much has been said
about the relative benefits of ex situ and in situ

collection, but there is in fact no absolute

distinction. At the level of a local district
agricultural research station, ex situ maintenance of
local cultivated plants is very close to being in situ.
As we look from the international to the local, it is
also evident that the amount of external funding
available for research and for germplasm
conservation decreases, in general. Ultimately, the
survival of genetic diversity in taro or any other
cultivated plant species must depend on the
personal interests and motives of farmers and
consumers - i.e. on local support and funding. From
my experience with taro, two critical questions
appear to be (i) is the plant actually liked as a food,
and (ii) how effectively is traditional culinary
knowledge being maintained, transferred, or
developed?

In areas where few or no taros were
previously grown, commercial trade may in fact
increase cultivar diversity, if the newly introduced
commercial cultivars are adopted by local growers.
In other areas, existing diversity in local gardens
has been and will continue to be lost as local
production is abandoned and replaced by imported
taro, or by other crops. In areas where taro has been
long established, modern commercial production of
the crop often leads to cultivation of a smaller range
of cultivars than were traditionally used.
Nevertheless, we should not assume that genetic
erosion is inevitable. Taro is mainly produced, sold
and bought by people for whom the plant is already
familiar, and specific information on how to use the
sold product is rarely available for new buyers.
Since most taro cultivars are poisonous unless
cooked properly, it is difficult for new buyers to
cook taro safely and well without personal guidance
from an experienced cook. In general, cooking
books cannot be relied upon for preparing the
particular corm or leaf that a buyer finds - a survey
of such books reveals wild variation in
recommended cooking times. One of the major

constraints for commercialising taro production is



the great variation in culinary qualities of different
local cultivars. Diversity in culinary knowledge is
obviously important for the use of the many
different forms of taro, but details of the
relationship are not obvious.

These and related problems can be dealt
with, in part, by local publication of preparation
methods, for particular cultivars and markets. It
might also be useful to establish and publish
culinary principles for dealing with variable and
unfamiliar taro products. The more conventional
approach is for producers and distributors to
develop standards and grading systems, and to
promote a limited number of cultivars. In the case
of Japan, most of the taro sold is graded by size and
quality, and a small number of cultivars dominate
the commercial market. Taro nevertheless remains
a household vegetable crop in small gardens all
over the country. With this Japanese example
strongly in mind, it appears to me that the best way
to preserve taro genetic diversity in situ, may be to
promote (i) non-commercial household production
of the crop, and (ii) the transfer of culinary
knowledge to various kinds of written media, with
special attention to the identification of appropriate

cultivars for each food preparation method.
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THE ISLANDS AND SMALL STATES INSTITUTE
UNIVERSITY OF MALTA

The mission of the Islands and Small States Institute is to promote academic study, and research on islands
and small states and to conduct training on matters of interest to islands and small states. The Institute is
based in Valletta, at the Foundation for International Studies of the University of Malta. The institute evolved
from the Foundation's Islands and Small States Programme which had been set up in 1989. In 1993, the
Programme was restructured as a University Institute with the principal aim of enabling the organisation to
offer academic courses.

The Institute is governed by a board chaired by the Rector of the University of Malta, with the

Chief-Executive of the Foundation for International Studies acting as Vice-Chairperson. The Institute's
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Director, currently Professor Lino Briguglio, acts as Secretary to the board. The other members of the Board
are a person nominated by the Senate of the University of Malta and three scholars who are co-opted. The
Institute also has a Scientific Advisory Council, made up of scholars and experts of international repute.

The institute has organised many International Conferences on a varitety of themes of interest to
islands and small states, relating to the environment, the economy, banking and finance, education, culture,
tourism, governance and others. It organised many workshops in collaboration with UNEP, the World Bank,
the Commonwealth Secretariat, SOPAC and others. The themes of the workshops included Waste
Management, Environmental Planning, Banking and Finance, Fresh water Management, Competitive
Strategies and others.

The institute has been instrumental in the publishing of the /sland Series by Cassell Pinter (London),
and has contributed directly to the publishing of Sustainable Tourism in Islands and Small States and Banking
and Finance in Islands and Small States. The Institute was also involved in the publication of the special
issue of World Development on Islands and Small States (February 1993). The Institute has also published
The River Valleys of the Maltese Islands Sylvia Haslam and Joe Borg and collaborates in the publication of
Insula - International journal of island affairs. The institute publishes Occasional Papers in Islands and
Small States Studies on an ongoing basis.

The Islands and Small States Institute offers a number of academic courses at the University of
Malta including the Post-graduate Diploma in Education Management and Planning in Small States, the
Master of Arts in Islands and Small States Studies, and the Ph.D. in Islands and Small States Studies.

The Master of Arts in Islands and Small States

The Master of Arts in Islands and Small States studies extends over | year on full-time basis or two-years on
part-time basis. It contains a taught component, for which 16 credits (about 250 contact hours) are assigned
and a research component for which 14 credits are assigned. .

Regarding the taught component, the candidate is expected to take 12 credits in a major area of
study and 4 credits in a secondary area. The study areas include environmental studies, economics, education
and public administration.

The research component consists of the writing of a thesis, to which 14 credits are assigned and
following a course in research methodology. The thesis has to be on a theme associated with islands and
small states studies.

The programme for the course being offered during the academic years 2000-2001 is shown below,

where the major area offered is Environmental Studies and the secondary area is Economics.

MA-ISSS: ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES MAJOR AREA

ES-01 C Overview of Environmental Concerns for Islands and Small States (4 credtis)
ES-02 C Principles of Ecology and the Bio-geography of Islands (1 credit)

ES-03 C Environmental Planning and Management for Conservation (1 credit)

ES-04 C International Environmental Law and Environmental Diplomacy (1 credit)
ES-05 C Geographical Information Systems (1 credit)
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ES-06 E Waste Management (I credit)

ES-07 E Environmental and Risk Assessment (1 credit)

ES-08 E Biodiversity Resources and Islands (1 credit)

ES-09 E Tourism and Recreational Planning (1 credit)

ES-10 E Coastal Zone Management and Water Resources Management (1 credit)
ES-11 E Climate Change and Sea Level Rise (1 credit)

ECONOMICS SECONDARY AREA

EC-01 C Aspects of Microeconomics with Special Focus on Size Factors (1 credit)
EC-02 C Aspects of Macroeconomics: Focus on Size and Openness Factors (1 credit)
EC-03 C Environmental and Resource Economics (1 credit)

EC-04 E International and Development Economics: Focus on Small States (1 credit)
RESEARCH COMPONENT

DT-01 O Research methods and statistical techniques (2 credits)

DT-02 C Dissertation under supervision (14 credits)

C = Compulsory; E = Elective; O = Optional

B
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