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THE GENUS BRASSICA: A SHARED CULTURAL HERITAGE
IN THE IBERIAN PENINSULA

Isabel G. Silva', Violeta R. Lopes’, Fillomena Rocha’, Ana. M. Barata' & Ana M. Carvalho?

'Banco Portugués de Germoplasma Vegetal, INIAV I.P,, Quinta S. José, S. Pedro de Merelim, 4700-
859 Braga, Portugal. (violeta.lopes@iniav.pt). *Centro de Investigacdo de Montanha (CIMO),
Escola Superior Agraria do Instituto Politécnico de Braganca. Campus de Santa Apoldnia, 5301-855
Braganca, Portugal.

The taxonomic boundaries of the genus Brassica are not clearly defined. Native in the
wild in Western Europe, some authors consider that this genus comprises about 35 species
distributed especially in the Mediterranean, with a maximum of diversity in the SW part of
this region. Moreover, several of such species are of great economic importance for human
uses (vegetables, spices, oils, seeds) and for animal husbandry as fodder. Nowadays,
Portugal is considered a secondary centre of biodiversity of three species (Brassica oleracea,
B. napus, B. rapa), which were long ago introduced and domesticated in the Iberian
Peninsula where they are well adapted to different cultivation conditions and uses.

In Portugal, these Brassica species are important food crops and have a dominant
presence in local traditional cuisine, as sources of leaves, tuberous roots and inflorescences
that are used as vegetables. Particularly, the leaves of Brassica oleracea, Acephala group
(caldo-verde), the white inflorescences of Brassica oleracea Costata Group (espigos ou
grelos-de-couve), and the bright-yellow inflorescences of B. napus and B. rapa (grelos ou
grelos-de-nabo), are emblematic elements of the Portuguese traditional gastronomy.
Besides the edible uses, in ethnobotanical surveys conducted in Portugal, several aerial
parts and ground organs are mentioned as important resources for fodder and their
medicinal properties are also widely claimed. Traditional knowledge about these Brassica
species can also be found in Spain. Therefore, it may be considered that there is a shared
cultural heritage between different regions of the Iberian Peninsula, of which the Galicia
region is a clear testimony.

In the 1990s, with the insurmountable commitment of Doctor Rena Farias, the
Portuguese Gene Bank (BPGV) has built the only national collection of Brassica traditional
varieties. The ex situ conservation collection is enriched in a dynamic way and 935
accessions are preserved (542 B. oleracea, 102 B. napus, 291 B. rapa) as the result of 115
collecting missions carried out in the Portuguese territory.

In order to highlight this genetic pool and to assess the collection value, as well as
to promote its sustainable use, the BPGV has been undertaking the characterisation,
evaluation and regeneration of the accessions. These actions fit into the overall proposal of
valuing traditional knowledge and contributing to Brassica genetic resources’ conservation.
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