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Summary 
Spice diversity and 
conservation of plants that 
yield major spices in India 
india is the land of spices. The spices 
from the Malabar coast of Kerala have 
long been lISed in western cuisine. Spices 
like black pepper have their origin in in­
dia, which is also a majot production cen­
tre of many of the other spices such as 
cardamom, ginger, turmeric, nutmeg and 
clove. The Western Ghat forests and 
northeastern India are also well-known 
centres of biodiversity for some of the 
major spices. Species and va rietal diver­
sity are very important components of 
biodiversity, especially in black pepper, 
ginger, hlrmeric and cardamom. How­
ever, for tree spices such as nutmeg, clove 
and cinnamon, true varietal diversity has 
not yet been determined. 
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Introduction 

Resume 
Diverslta chez les apices et 
conservation de plantes qui 
produisent les apices 
majeures en Inde 
L'lnde est Ie pays des epices. Les epices 
de la cote du Malabar au Kerala sont 
utilisees depuis longtemps dans la cui ~ 
sine occidentale. Des epices teJles que Ie 
poivre noir sont o riginaires d'Inde, qui 
est egalement un centre majeur de pro~ 
duction pour nombreuses des autres 
epices telles que la cardamome, Ie gin~ 
gembre, Ie sa fran, la noix de mllscade et 
Ie clOll de girone. Les fon~ts des Ghats 
occidentaux et I'!nde du nord~est sont 
aussi des centres bien connus de biodi~ 
versite pour certaines des epices ma~ 
jeures. Les especeset la diversite varietale 
sont des composants tres importants de 
la biodiversite, particulierement chez Ie 
poivrier no ir, Ie gingembre, Ie safranier 
et la cardamome. Cependant. pour des 
plant'es arbusti ves telles que Ie muscadi~ 
er, Ie g ironier et Ie calU1elier, la veritable 
diversite varietale n'a pas encore etc de~ 
terminee. 

Resumen 
Diversldad de especias y 
conservacl6n de plantas 
productoras de las prlnclpales 
especias en la India 
La India es el pais de las especias. Las 
especias de la Costa de Malaba r, Kerala, 
se han utilizado durante mucho tiempo 
en la cocina occidental. Especias como la 
pimienta negra tienen su origen en la 
India, que es tambien un impo rtante cen­
tro de producci6n de much as otras espe~ 
cias como cardamomo, jengibre, curcu ~ 

ma, nuez ll10scada y clavo de alar. Los 
bosques de Ghat occidental y del nor­
deste de la India son tambien centros 
renombrados de biodiversidad para al~ 
gunas de las principaJes especias. Las es~ 
pecias y sus variedades son componentes 
muy importantes de la biodiversidad, en 
especial en la pimienta negra, jengibre, 
curcuma y cardamomo. No obstante, to~ 
davla no se ha detenninado 1a verdadera 
diversidad de variedades de especias ar­
boreas como nuez moscada, c1avo de olor 
y canela. 

Biodiversity refers to the multiplicity of life forms existing 
on the earth . In the las t few years, there has been increasing 
international action rega rding biodiversity, culminating in 
the 1992 Earth Summit, wi th the completion of Agenda 21 
and an International Convention of Biological DiverSity, 
Signed by 165 nations including India. India is recogni zed 
as a country rich in all aspects of biodiversity: ecosystem, 
species and genetic diversities. The plant wealth of India is 
represented by about 45 000 species, which comprise 12% of 
the global wealth of plants. Nearly 33% of these are en­
demic, mainly located in 26 centres (Khoshoo 1995). 

years ago. Today, about 100 bl ack pepper cultivars are 
prevalent in India, apart from the wild rela ti ves. While 
South Asia is believed to be the centre of ori gin of ginger, 
South East Asia is believed to be the centre of origin of 
tu rmeric, Both crops have been culti va ted in Kerala since 
ancient times. In fact, Cochin ginger (=Zi llgiber officillaie) 
and Alleppey turmeric (=ClIrcllllla iOllga) are sy nonymous 
with the highest quality in these spices, About 50 culti­
va rs each of ginger and tu rmeric are available in the coun­
try (Velayudhan el ai, 1994). However, only three distinct 
card amom varieties - 'Malabar', 'Mysore' and 'Vazhuka' 
- are culti vated in India (Madhusoodanan el ai. 1994). 

Biodiversity in spices 
The tropical evergreen forests of the Western Ghats are 
home fo r at least two major spices - black pepper and 
card amom. Thi s region is also a secondary centre of o ri ~ 

gin of another spice, cinnamon. ,rhe depletion of fo res t 
area, ra mpant destruction of the forest trees and unde r~ 

grow th, and changes in the agro-ecological conditi ons all 
have led to a sharp decline in the popul ations of wild 
pepper and ca rd amom and their re lated taxa. It is be­
lieved that culti va tion of black pepper started about 6000 

Tree spices [nutmeg (Myrislica fragra lls), clove (Syzigill lll 
aro11laticu11l), cinnamon (Cilll !aI1I01111l111 veri/III ) and allspice 
(Pilllellia dioica)] were introduced to India by the colonial 
rulers during the 18th century and subsequently became 
popular in certain pockets of southern India 
(Krishnamoorthy el ai. 1995). The present-day nutmeg and 
clove populations have evolved from a few source trees 
introduced originally by the British rulers. Nutmeg and clove 
have now naturalized under southern Indian conditions. 
Elite trees are grown by the fa nners in certa in locations in 
the states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu. 
















