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Why the European urge for the Balkan and Greek plants lasts for so many centuries?
The plant-life of the Balkans comprises of the richer and the most unique native flora than any comparable area of Europe; almost 2,000 endemic plant species (c. 60% of the endemic plants of Europe) are exclusive to this region, not being found anywhere else in the rest of the world (Polunin 1980). This area nowadays is considered as “the most important plant refuge of Europe” (Polunin 1980), including four sites identified as “Centres of Plant Diversity and Endemism” (CPD Sites, EU14, EU15, EU16 and EU17, Akeroyd & Heywood 1994), as well as a site of global importance “for the formation of new species and a valuable immigration route to and from the area” (Polunin 1980), thus an important and unique phytogeographical link between Europe and Asia (Turrill 1929). 
Since 1700 AD and over the centuries, numerous German, Austrian, Italian, French, Bulgarian, Hungarian and English famous botanists and taxonomists -at least once, or repeatedly- have botanized in parts of the Balkans and/or the current Greek territory (Strid & Tan 1997); to name but a few: J. P. Tournefort, J. Sibthorp, J. S. C. Dumont d’Urville, A. Grisebach in 18th and early 19th centuries, C. H. Haussknecht, P. Sintenis, A. Baldacci, R. & M. Petitmengin, E. Formánek, E. von Halácsy, T. von Heldreich in late 19th and early 20th centuries, and W. B. Turrill, J. Bornmüler, K. H. Rechinger, N. A. Stojanov, B. P. Kitanov and many others, Greek and foreign, later in the previous century. Nowadays thousands of specimens are scattered in many herbaria across Europe (e.g. B, BM, BRNM, C, E, G, GOET, FI, JE, K, LD, MPU, NCY, OXF, SOM, W, WU etc, acronyms of herbaria according to Holmgren & al. 1981). Apart from specimens, many scientists and especially the contemporary ones, astonished by the richness, beauty and rarity of the Balkan and the Greek flora, have “exported” living wild plant material, mainly for scientific reasons. Cultivated rare Greek plants originating in the wild may nowadays appear in several Botanic Gardens across Europe (e.g. Berlin, Copenhagen, Cambridge, Göteborg, Lund, Paris etc). 
In Greece an exceptionally rich and unique flora thrives (>5,700 native species, Strid & Tan 1997), almost accounting for 45-50% of the European flora (Webb 1978, Akeroyd & Heywood 1994), and c. 80% of the Balkan flora (Polunin 1980). At least 764 plant taxa (species and subspecies) are included in IUCN lists as rare, vulnerable and/or endangered Greek endemics (WCMC 1991), found mainly in the mountains and the islands (Strid & Tan 1997); this is the highest degree of endemism for any comparable territory in Europe and the Mediterranean area (Strid & Tan 1997). “Such plants, confined as they are to Greece, are a treasure of international importance, whose conservation will benefit future generations not just in Greece but in the whole world”, while “the rarity of many of the Greek endemic plants makes them vulnerable to extinction through human activity, a loss not only to Greece but to the world” (IUCN Threatened Plants Committee Secretariat 1982). Although the European flora is probably the most thoroughly studied in the world (Akeroyd & Heywood 1994), it is not surprising to mention that Greece is a place where a taxonomist may still encounter and describe plant species new to science (e.g. Constantinidis & Kalpoutzakis 2005, Snogerup & al. 2006). 
It is recognised by most authorities that collecting of rare species is a significant problem in Greece and the Balkans (Polunin 1980). Either advent of botanical interest tours or independently organised tours, the threat from the naturalist, amateur botanist, gardener or plant hobbyist who uproots plants for his own collection, whether of live plants in a garden or pressed specimens in a private herbarium, is internationally deplored (IUCN Threatened Plants Committee Secretariat 1982).  However, it is not astonishing that many rare plants which are endemic to Greece can be found in and actually are being sold at several markets. For example, one may easily find purchase places in the RHS Plant Finder (1999-2000) for plant species included in the Red Data Book of Rare and Threatened Plant of Greece (Phitos & al. 1995), Annexes II and/or IV of the EU Directive 92/43 (Dafis & al. 1996) and WCMC lists (1991), i.e. the Cretan endemic Origanum dictamnus, the regional Greek endemic Campanula incurva, or the single-mountain (Mt Athos) local Greek endemic Helichrysum sibthorpii (the latter is also included in the Bern Convention). Although clearly stated in §15 of the CBD (1992), no official agreement has been made with the country of origin regarding access to its phytogenetic resources and benefit sharing. 

The policies of the Balkan Botanic Garden of Kroussia, N Greece

Despite the rich, unique and threatened Greek flora, there is still a young tradition in botanic gardens dedicated to plant conservation in Greece. However, the Balkan Botanic Garden of Kroussia (BBGK) of the National Agriculture Research Foundation of Greece (NAGREF) has initially decided to leave aside all exotic plants and ornamental species cultivated in many botanic gardens of Greece and Europe. The BBGK has formulated and adopted five individual and complementary policies (Krigas et al. 2006, Maloupa et al. 2007a): (i) the ‘Only Native Species’ policy, (ii) the ‘Important Plant Species’ policy, (iii) the ‘Explicit Plant Documentation’ policy, (iv) the ‘IPS –first- propagation’ policy, and (v) the ‘Combined in situ and ex situ conservation’ policy.
Since 2001, the BBGK is a member of Botanic Garden Conservation International (BGCI) and it has been developing the necessary know-how and infrastructure in order to deal exclusively with the native plants of Greece and the Balkans (Maloupa et al. 2006) and in order to contribute to the raising of environmental awareness about native plants and biodiversity (Krigas et al. 2007). 
The BBGK organizes a series of botanic expeditions yearly in different phytogeographic regions of Greece, in order to collect wild plant propagation material (Krigas et al. 2006). For this, BBGK is provided with a special collection permit, issued by the Greek Ministry of Agricultural Development & Foods (BBGK collection reports are inspected and the permit is renewed yearly), thus licensing BBGK to collect plant propagation material even from National Parks and NATURA 2000 sites. The BBGK is focused primarily to the documentation, evaluation and conservation of the Important Plant Species of Greece (IPS), including single-mountain and single-area endemics, Greek endemics, and local Balkan endemics, other rare, threatened and/or endangered taxa, and Balkan (sub-) endemics with scattered distribution; secondly, the BBGK is focused to native plant species with potential ornamental and/or medicinal value. 

The BBGK lies at 600m of altitude, in an area of 31ha, at Mt Kroussia, N Greece, hosting the main ex situ and in situ conservation sections (15 and 16ha, respectively). All the plants displayed in the BBGK are native to Greece and/or the Balkans, they have been collected in the wild and they have explicit documentation (including exact location data, geographical coordinates, altitude, and analytical habitat information) as well as IPEN accession numbers. Lately, DNA sequence-based molecular markers have been used in order to complement the plant documentation and to “barcode” plant species (Tsoktouridis & al. 2007).
All the native plants in the ex situ conservation sections of BBGK have been propagated in the Laboratory for the Conservation and Evaluation of Native and Floricultural Species, NAGREF (LAB-CENFS); the latter is dedicated to the development of propagation and cultivation protocols for native IPS (Maloupa et al. 2006, Grigoriadou et al. 2006), aiming at future potential re-introduction of selected rare species in the wild. The BBGK is consistently supported by the LAB-CENFS; the latter extends in an area of 10ha at sea level in Thermi, Thessaloniki, with full equipped laboratory and nursery facilities, including growth chambers and seed bank (Maloupa et al. 2006). This is where the extended mother plantations of native plants species are hosted and taken care of (up to date >2,300 accession numbers, belonging to c. 1,200 taxa, c. 40% belonging to IPS). Currently, next to LAB-CNFS the new Thermi Botanic Garden of Environmental Awareness is under establishment (Maloupa et al. 2007b), incorporating the issue of biodiversity and associated knowledge about native plants in the raising of public environmental awareness.
©
The call 
The BBGK addresses here a call to botanic gardens and other institutions of Europe that are dealing with living plant collections. Our call aims at repatriating well documented plant material that was originally collected in the wild of Greece and/or the Balkans and is currently in ex situ conservation in other botanic gardens and institutions of Europe.
To this occasion, with the support of Botanic Garden Conservation International (BGCI), botanic gardens and institutions are kindly requested to search in their databases and plant records for any living collections of plant species collected in the wild of Greece and/or the Balkans, prior to and/or after the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD 1992). Our call primarily aims at the repatriating of single-mountain or single-area endemic plants, regional endemics, Greek endemics, local Balkan endemics and Balkan (sub-) endemics with scattered distribution, as well as other rare, vulnerable, threatened and/or endangered plants native to Greece and/or the Balkans (IPS); secondly, our call concerns native plant species of Greece and/or the Balkans with potential ornamental and/or medicinal value. 
All plant material qualifying the above mentioned, may be candidate for repatriation. The plant material must have been originally collected in the wild of Greece and/or the Balkans, and must not have poor documentation. Plant documentation desired, includes accession number (preferably IPEN), taxonomic identification (at least Family and Genus), country, region and location (obligatorily), as well as altitude, original habitat and/or geographical coordinates (optionally). Plant propagation material requested here may include bulbs, corms, rhizomes, ripe seeds and/or softwood cuttings of plant species following in one of the priority categories mentioned above (IPS and species with potential ornamental and/or medicinal value). 

For the repatriation procedure, European botanic gardens and institutes are kindly asked to inform BBGK for their intensions before sending any plant material. At the repatriation of the plant material to BBGK, an official letter of the sender botanic garden or institute should be included, signed by the Director, the Curator or the Plant Records Officer of the sender garden or by the Responsible of the sender institution. Plant propagation material may be sent either by standard procedures of plant exchange between botanic gardens (if softwood cuttings are included, an express-mail should be preferred; BBGK may cover the expenses, if asked in advance).
The target
Repatriating of well documented plant propagation material of IPS will contribute to the efforts for more effective ex situ conservation of IPS of Greece with the full participation of their country of origin and in their country of origin (see §15 in CBD 1992). Repatriating of different accession numbers of IPS will contribute to the increase of the genetic variability per IPS and will enrich the diversity of the IPS in the grounds of BBGK. The BBGK is ready to accommodate all incoming plant material from other botanic gardens and institutions of Europe and ensures the attempts to developing species-specific massive propagation and cultivation protocols, hardening, ex situ establishment and seed harvesting. Additionally, the BBGK aims at designing a special plant display area dedicated to the contributions of other botanic gardens to this initiative, outlying simultaneously the history of the botanic exploration of Greece and the Balkans over the centuries.

Up till now two Greek botanic gardens (Alexander & Julia Diomedes Botanic Garden of Athens, Athens University Botanic Garden) and three European botanic gardens have already responded to this call (Kopenhagen, Paris, Berlin Dahlem), offering in total up to date 105 accession numbers, while the Cambridge University Botanic Garden is currently preparing several accession numbers for repatriation to BBGK. 
By 2010, it is hoped that European gardens and institutes might look favourably upon this request; to bring an end to the long “Odyssey” of the Greek plants.
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