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1. Introduction 

Every improved crop variety or hybrid released to farmers carries an implicit promise: it is 
different from what already exists, it will look and perform the same from plant to plant and it 
will keep doing so generation after generation. Distinctness, Uniformity and Stability (DUS) 
testing is the formal, scientific procedure by which that promise is verified. DUS 
characterization describes a variety through a standard set of morphological, physiological 
and sometimes biochemical descriptors, grown under defined conditions and compared 
against the most similar varieties already known. 

DUS testing is not a bureaucratic formality. It underpins plant variety protection, seed 
certification, germplasm registration, variety identification and the legal defence of breeders' 
and farmers' rights. Without it, there would be no reliable way to say what a variety is. 

2. What DUS Means 

Distinctness (D). The candidate variety must be clearly distinguishable from any other 
variety whose existence is a matter of common knowledge at the time of application. 
Common knowledge includes varieties that are released, protected, registered, listed in 
official catalogues, or well described in the literature or in commercial circulation. 
Distinction must rest on at least one characteristic that is consistently and clearly different. 

Uniformity (U). The variety must be sufficiently uniform in its relevant characteristics, 
allowing for the variation expected from its mode of propagation and reproduction. A self-
pollinated line or a clone is expected to be highly uniform; a cross-pollinated population or 
open-pollinated variety is allowed more variation, judged against comparable varieties. Off-
types are counted against a population standard with a defined acceptance probability. 

Stability (S). The characteristics must remain unchanged after repeated reproduction or, for a 
variety with a particular cycle of multiplication, at the end of each cycle. In practice, stability 
is inferred when the variety remains uniform in later seasons or generations and in some 
cases is confirmed by growing a fresh seed or planting stock sample. 

3. Why DUS Characterization Is Needed 

3.1 It is the legal gateway to plant variety protection 

Internationally, the UPOV Convention requires that a variety be new, distinct, uniform and 
stable before breeder's rights can be granted (UPOV, 1991). Article 27.3(b) of the TRIPS 
Agreement (World Trade Organization, 1994) requires member countries to protect plant 
varieties, either by patents, an effective sui generis system, or a combination and most 
countries have chosen a UPOV-style sui generis model. In India, the Protection of Plant 
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Varieties and Farmers' Rights (PPV&FR) Act, 2001 and the PPV&FR Authority established 
under it (Government of India, 2001; Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’ Rights 
Authority [PPV&FRA], 2019) require a candidate variety to satisfy novelty and DUS criteria 
before registration. A variety that cannot demonstrate DUS cannot be registered and a breeder 
cannot claim exclusive rights over it. 

3.2 It gives each variety an unambiguous identity 

A variety name alone says very little. DUS characterization attaches to that name a 
documented descriptor profile: a standard set of characteristics scored on a common scale. 
This profile allows a variety to be recognised and told apart from others by researchers, seed 
inspectors, courts and farmers. Because the descriptors are standardised by crops (UPOV, 
2002), results from different locations and different years can be compared meaningfully. 

3.3 It protects breeders from misappropriation and helps resolve disputes 

Breeders invest years and in perennial crops often decades, in developing a variety. When a 
dispute arises over whether one variety is a copy of another, or whether a farmer's seed lot is 
the registered variety, the DUS descriptor record is primary evidence. It also helps in 
identifying essentially derived varieties, where a new variety is merely a minor modification 
of an initial one and should therefore remain dependent on it. 

3.4 It safeguards farmers and seed users 

Farmers buy seed or planting material on trust. If the supplied material is not true to type, 
yield, quality and maturity expectations fail. DUS characters form the reference against 
which genetic purity is checked in seed production, certification and grow-out tests. A well-
described variety is easier to certify, easier to multiply true to type and harder to adulterate or 
mislabel. 

3.5 It prevents duplication and clarifies the release pipeline 

Without a standard comparison, the same genotype can be released repeatedly under different 
names, or near-identical varieties can crowd the market. Comparing candidates against a 
reference collection of similar varieties ensures that a release adds genuine diversity. This is 
especially valuable in crops with many released varieties and hybrids. 

3.6 It supports registration of farmers' varieties and conservation of germplasm 

Under the PPV&FR framework, farmers' varieties and extant varieties can also be registered, 
with distinctness, uniformity and stability requirements adapted to their nature. 
Characterising landraces and local varieties documents them, recognises the communities that 
conserved them and makes it possible to claim benefit sharing. The same descriptors feed 
germplasm catalogues and national registration of genetic stocks, making collections more 
useful for breeders. 

3.7 It provides a common language for breeders and a base for improvement 

DUS descriptors give breeders a systematic inventory of variation within a crop. Parental 
lines of a hybrid are also described, so hybrid characterization links the hybrid to its parents 
and records traits that distinguish it. These records guide the choice of parents, show which 
character states are over- or under-represented in released varieties and reveal gaps worth 
targeting in future breeding. 
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4. How DUS Testing Is Done 

In general, a DUS test follows a standard sequence: 

1. Application and sample submission. The applicant provides a technical 
questionnaire, passport data and the required quantity of seed or planting material, 
along with parent details for hybrids. 

2. Reference collection. The testing authority assembles the most similar varieties of 
common knowledge, including example varieties for the character states in the 
guidelines. 

3. Field trial. The candidate and comparators are grown side by side under replicated, 
standardised conditions, normally across at least two similar growing cycles or 
seasons, with enough plants for reliable observation. 

4. Observation. Characteristics are scored using crop-specific guidelines. UPOV (2002) 
distinguishes qualitative, quantitative and pseudo-qualitative characteristics and 
observations may be made visually or by measurement, on single plants or on groups 
of plants or plant parts. 

5. Analysis. Distinctness is assessed by differences in qualitative states or by statistical 
methods for measured characters; uniformity by counting off-types against the 
population standard; stability by consistency across cycles. 

6. Report and descriptor. The result is a DUS report and a variety description that 
becomes part of the registration record. 

 

Figure 1: Workflow of a DUS test, from application to registration decision 

5. Special Challenges and Why Characterization Still Matters 

Perennial and cross-pollinated crops. Fruit trees, vegetable perennials such as drumstick 
(Moringa oleifera) and other outcrossing species are intrinsically more heterogeneous. 
Uniformity is assessed against comparable varieties rather than a self-pollinated standard, 
trials take more years and more space and clonal or hybrid propagation can change how 
uniformity and stability should be judged. These difficulties are exactly why robust 
descriptors and crop-specific guidelines are needed. 
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Environmental influence. Many characters are modified by season, location and 
management. Standardised growing conditions, replication and the use of example varieties 
reduce this problem. 

Time, cost and subjectivity. Field-based DUS testing is slow and some scoring is visual. 
Careful training of observers and clear scale definitions help. 

Molecular tools as a complement. DNA markers can assist in variety identification, genetic 
purity testing and selecting the closest reference varieties and UPOV has examined their use. 
They complement rather than replace morphological DUS, because the legal and practical 
definition of a variety still rests on expressed characteristics. 

6. Practical Recommendations 

• Breeders should begin recording DUS descriptors during advanced evaluation, not 
only at the point of application. 

• Parental lines of hybrids should be characterised and maintained so that the hybrid 
and its parents can both be defended. 

• Crops without finalised national guidelines should have draft guidelines developed 
using UPOV principles and validated across locations. 

• Reference collections, example varieties and training for observers should be 
strengthened. 

• Molecular fingerprints should be generated alongside morphological descriptors to 
support purity testing and dispute resolution. 

7. Conclusion 

DUS characterization is needed because a variety is more than a name: it is a defined, 
reproducible genetic identity. It makes plant variety protection possible, rewards breeders, 
protects farmers and seed buyers, prevents duplicate releases, documents biodiversity and 
supports seed quality control. As breeding programmes expand into hybrids, perennials and 
previously neglected crops, systematic DUS characterization will only become more 
important for keeping variety release scientifically sound and legally secure. 
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