Home gardens and their role in the conservation of Taro diversity in Vietnam
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Abstract

Home gardens, known in Vietnamese as vuon nha, reflect complex layers of meaning to the farmers who create them.  In Vietnam, home gardens are patches of land of varying dimensions surrounding rural houses that are commonly planted with fruits, vegetables and root crops. Better understanding of home gardens in Vietnam and the ways that they can serve as conservation sites for taro other indigenous crops is essential.  This study was conducted primarily to determine the nature of home gardens, the activities of garden custodians, and the role home gardens may have in conserving plant genetic resources.  Surveys of home gardens and interviews of garden custodians were made in four locations in the country: the Red River Delta (Nho Quan), the Northern Midlands (Nghia Dan), suburban Ho Chi Minh City (Thuan An), and the Mekong River Delta near Cantho (Chau Thanh). The home gardens in different zones generally differed in their size, structure, and the manner in which they were maintained. Taro was selected as a key home garden species because it is present in home gardens from the North to the South of Vietnam, as well as in the larger agroecosystem. At present, all taro cultivars currently in use by farmers are local varieties or landraces that are uniquely adapted to home garden conditions in the different parts of the country. Taro varieties are used as food, fodder, medicine, and for ritual purposes.  Taro is important in household food security because it is a crop that is often used and maintained by rural women.  Study results indicate that during the long history of taro cultivation, local people in Vietnam have accumulated rich indigenous knowledge and experience in the use and management of taro resources. Different varieties of taro are grown for different purposes and under different maintenance regimes depending on the farmer making the selections. The fact that a number of discrete varieties of taro were found in home gardens and were not present in the larger fields and paddies suggests that home gardens are good avenues by which to conserve the genetic diversity of taro. 

