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Here at the Germplasm Bank of Wild 
Species of China at the Kunming 
Institute of Botany, we want to 
preserve the seeds of as many wild 
plants as possible from across 

China’s vast land area. I work on developing 
the best techniques to freeze plant seeds 
and tissues at ultracold temperatures, 
to maintain their viability for years. The 
idea is that if we plant these seeds again in 
hundreds of years, a plant will grow.

The picture shows me taking a sample of 
embryos from the seeds of a magnolia tree  
out of a liquid-nitrogen cryopreservation 
tank to test whether they’ll regrow when 
thawed. I dress in protective equipment from 
head to toe to protect me from the nitrogen, 
which has a temperature of −196 °C.

When I came to the institute in 2009 as a 
PhD student, it had just purchased its first 
liquid-nitrogen cryopreservation system, 
but no one knew how to operate it. I was the 
one to work it out.

Over the years, human activities and 
climate change have had a negative impact 
on plant biodiversity. The ultimate goal 

of the plant seed bank is to collect and 
preserve all wild plant species in China that 
are endangered, rare or valuable. We want 
to save these species before they go extinct. 
We’ve collected seeds from nearly 11,000 
plant species, but that’s only one-third of 
what grows in China.

Many wild plants have genes that help 
them to survive in harsh environments and 
make them disease- or drought-resistant. 
In the future, we might need these genetic 
materials to breed new crops that can better 
adapt to the changing climate.

I am constantly amazed by how diverse 
and beautiful seeds are. Some of them are 
brightly coloured and others are star-
shaped. I feel proud when I see the unfrozen 
seeds germinate in test tubes and gradually 
grow into large plants. We have three plants 
in the seed-bank lobby that we cultivated 
from preserved tissues, and they are all now 
taller than me.

Liang Lin is a plant scientist at the Kunming 
Institute of Botany, Yunnan, China. Interview 
by Yvaine Ye.
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