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Article Info Abstract

The Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS) initiative was launched
by FAO in 2002. By the end of 2025, 103 sites had been registered worldwide. This study
examines the nature and key characteristics of Asian GIAHS sites. To this end, the
proposals of 17 out of 19 GIAHS sites in leading Asian countries-China (6), Japan (4),
South Korea (4), and Iran (3)-which received certification in 2025, were analyzed using
content analysis. The results show that Chinese sites emphasize antiquity and genetic
resources; Japanese sites, inspired by the "Satoyama" concept, highlight adaptation to
harsh environmental conditions; South Korean sites focus on indigenous techniques suited
to natural events, particularly in aquatic ecosystems; and Iranian sites stress adaptation to
water scarcity. Furthermore, synthesizing the conceptual foundations and proposal content
reveals the shared characteristics and values of heritage systems as follows: their core is
ecological adaptation and sustainable balance with nature, grounded in local knowledge
and innovation; integrity and ecological cycles are their fundamental principle; synergy
among components and ecosystems within the geographical area is key to their
sustainability; and these systems preserve genetic resources while being embedded in
socio-cultural contexts and sustainable livelihoods around shared values. Developing a
GIAHS proposal is a professional narrative. In this regard, it is recommended to avoid a
one-dimensional focus on value chains and instead place systemic features,
adaptability, synergy, and mutual ecosystem services at the center of the narrative, while
emphasizing traditional, historical, and biodiversity as key attributes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Against the consequences of the globalized
agricultural and food system, increasing
attention has been directed toward traditional,
ecologically-based  agricultural  systems.
These systems, regarded as "valuable heritage
of the past,” focus on the harmony between
humans and nature but are now threatened
with neglect and disappearance. In response,
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) launched the "Globally
Important  Agricultural Heritage Systems
(GIAHS)" initiative in 2002 to promote
countries to conserve traditional and eco-
oriented agricultural systems. It has been
registered 103 sites as a “GIAHS” in
worldwide by the end of 2025. Designating an
agricultural system as GIAHS requires the
preparation and approval of a detailed
proposal that convincingly articulates the
system's nature and key characteristics. This
research aims to examine the nature and key
characteristics of GIAHS in Asia and extract
dominant patterns to facilitate the process of
agricultural heritage studies in Iran.

Methodology

To achieve the aim, the proposals of 17 out
of 19 GIAHS sites from leading Asian
countries—specifically, six sites in China,
four in Japan, four in South Korea, and three
in Iran—which received FAO certification on
Nov 2025, were examined using content
analysis. This sample covers a diverse range
of ecosystems and socio-cultural contexts in
Asia. Where full proposal texts were
unavailable, official abstracts and related
documentation were used. In the content
analysis, the title and the first three chapters
of each proposal were examined.

Results and discussion

An analysis of the characteristics described
for 17 GIAHS sites in Asia yielded the
following results: the feature of antiquity and
longevity was emphasized in 9 sites;
adaptation to nature and environmental
conditions in 8 sites; ecosystem interaction in
7 sites; indigenous knowledge in 7 sites;
genetic resources and biodiversity in 6 sites;
social organization in 3 sites; and livelihoods
and food security in 2 sites. So, it can be

concluded that the majority of sites focus on
antiquity, adaptation to nature, indigenous
techniques and  knowledge.  However,
components such as social organization and
livelihoods have received less attention in the
central narratives. It is important to note that
these results should not be interpreted as
indicating the low importance of these two
components. Rather, they reflect a discourse
on heritage that prioritizes ecological and
historical dimensions, which proposal authors
deemed necessary to include in the initial
sections and chapters of their proposals.

Reflection on GIAHS site titles is also
significant. An analysis of these titles reveals
that, in nearly all cases, the site name includes
the word “System” alongside a specific
location name. This naming pattern indicates
that the appropriate approach for studying
these sites is to move beyond a single-crop
perspective and adopt a geographical
framework that emphasizes the unique
characteristics of that specific location.
Within this framework, the term “System”
underscores the need for a systematic
examination of the relationships and
interactions among all components within a
geographical area and its ecosystems, while
avoiding linear analysis or narratives focused
on a single product or subject. Reflection on
GIAHS site titles and naming conventions
also reveals that attributes such as
“traditional,”  “integrated,”  “ecological,”
“composite,” and “holistic” are emphasized in
some sites. This underscores the importance
of selecting a title that accurately reflects the
site’s core nature and key characteristics.

As well as The results of the analysis by
country show indicate that: Chinese sites
emphasize antiquity and longevity as well as
genetic resources; Japanese sites, inspired by
the “Satoyama” concept, highlight adaptation
to harsh environmental conditions; South
Korean sites focus on indigenous techniques
suited to natural events, particularly in aquatic
ecosystems; and Iranian sites underscore
adaptation to water scarcity as a key feature.

Furthermore, synthesizing the conceptual
foundations and proposal content reveals the
shared characteristics and values of heritage
systems as follows: their core is ecological
adaptation and sustainable balance with
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nature, grounded in local knowledge and
innovation; integrity and ecological cycles are
their fundamental principle; synergy among
components and ecosystems within the
geographical area is key to their
sustainability; and these systems preserve
genetic resources while being embedded in
socio-cultural  contexts and  sustainable
livelihoods around shared values.

Crafting a GIAHS proposal is an exercise in
professional narrating. To facilitate this, the
portrayal of heritage systems should move
beyond a one-dimensional, linear emphasis on
a product value chain. Rather, the narrative
should foreground the systemic character,
synergies, and reciprocal ecosystem services
associated with either a focal product or the
broader ecosystem. Also, Traditional and
historical authenticity, along with harmony
with nature, are important attributes that
should be articulated in the title or key
sections of the proposal.

Conclusion

Traditional agricultural systems, which have
withstood environmental challenges over the
years and remained sustainable, are now
recognized as valuable agricultural heritage.
Due to their value and importance, the FAO
has prioritized the documentation of these
systems by encouraging countries to submit
proposals for GIAHS. This initiative aims to
support their dynamic conservation. When
preparing proposals, emphasis should be
placed on characteristics such as systematic
nature, traditional practices, interactive and
cyclical services of diverse ecosystems and,
along with local techniques, innovations, and
initiatives. Other key aspects include the
systems’ historical depth, biodiversity and
genetic  resources.  Additionally, social
institutions, unique customs and cultures, and
the economic benefits of these systems for
local livelihoods must not be overlooked.
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