Access to genetic resources in the context of SARD

Introduction

Why Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture in the Context of SARD?

Genetic resources for food and agriculture are the first link in the food chain. They are being developed and safeguarded by indigenous peoples, women and men farmers, forest dwellers, pastoralists and fisherfolk throughout the world. They are the product of the application of the first and most fundamental of appropriate technologies - the knowledge and skills used by people to produce the goods and service they require - the technology that enabled the development of agriculture, livestock production and aquaculture. Through careful selection of the traits, tastes and textures that make good food these producers have created the myriad diversity of genetic resources, varieties, breeds and sub-species of plants, animals and fish and other aquatic organisms that make up agricultural biodiversity. This produces food, supports production and shapes landscapes and productive ecosystems. It underpins food security and provides insurance against future threats, adversity and ecological challenges. Agricultural biodiversity is thus not only an essential component of sustainable agricultural systems it is also a product of these. 

In terms of agreed international actions, Agenda 21 highlights the importance of the sustainable use of biodiversity, and this is echoed in many other agreements with greater focus and precision in for example: the CBD Programme of Work on Agricultural Biodiversity, managed by FAO, the World Food Summit's Commitment 3 to Sustainable Agriculture, the FAO Leipzig Global Plan of Action on the Sustainable Use and Conservation of Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, the FAO Global Strategy on Farm Animal Genetic Resources; the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries.

Draft Implementation Plan

The Draft Implementation Plan, developed in the Bali PrepComm for discussion and agreement in Johannesburg should have explicit reference (in the text or an Annex) to all the relevant already negotiated agreements, including those above. The Draft Plan has paragraphs covering actions on the five key themes: Water, Energy, Health, Agriculture and Biodiversity (WEHAB). Linkages between the five paragraphs are weak and implicit. More should be done to explicitly link the importance of agricultural biodiversity issues across all sections. For example:
· Water: better use of diverse agricultural genetic resources for multi-layered cropping, intercropping, mulching and so on will conserve water, and through sustaining quality water resources, improve the environment for diverse aquatic species; 

· Energy: diverse sources of biomass, from agricultural by-products, field margin and intercropped species and so on, are the main source of energy for most poor rural households - and agricultural biodiversity, sequesters carbon and holds the genetic material that will form the varieties that can cope with a 'warmer world'; 

· Health: medicinal plants provide the affordable basis of many cures for poor communities - both for people and their livestock. 

· And, of course, agricultural biodiversity is the essential link between the last two categories "Agriculture" and "Biodiversity" in which the current text includes the following commitments:

Agriculture (Para: 38)

· "Enact, as appropriate, measures that protect indigenous resources management systems and support the contribution of all appropriate stakeholders, men and women alike, in rural planning and development.”

· "Enhance the participation of women in all aspects and at all levels relating to sustainable agriculture and food security;"

· "Promote programmes for the environmentally sound, effective and efficient use of soil fertility improvement practices and agricultural pest control;"

· "Strengthen and improve coordination of existing initiatives to enhance sustainable agricultural production and food security;"

· “Invite countries that have not done so to ratify the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture”

· “Promote conservation, and sustainable use and management and use of traditional and indigenous agricultural systems and strengthen indigenous models of agricultural production.  

Biodiversity (Para 42)

· "Implement the CBD and its provisions, including active follow-up of its work programmes and decisions through national, regional and global action programmes, in particular the national biodiversity strategies and action plans, and strengthen their integration into relevant cross-sectoral strategies, programmes and policies, including those related to sustainable development and poverty eradication, including initiatives which promote community-based sustainable use of biological diversity;"

· “Encourage and enable all stakeholders to contribute to the implementation of the objectives of the CBD and recognize in particular the specific role of youth, women, and indigenous and local communities in conserving and using biodiversity in a sustainable way;”

· “Promote the effective participation of indigenous and local communities in decision and policy making concerning the use of their traditional knowledge;”

· “Subject to national legislation, recognize rights of local and indigenous communities who are holders of traditional knowledge, innovations and practices, and, with the approval and involvement of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices, develop and implement benefit sharing mechanisms on mutually agreed terms for the use of such knowledge, innovations, and practices; “

· "Invite all states, which have not already done so, to ratify the CBD, the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety and other biodiversity-related agreements, and for those that have done so, promote their effective implementation at the national, regional and international levels and support developing countries, as well as countries with economies in transition, technically and financially in this regard."

(For full text of these paragraphs see < www.ukabc.org/wssd4.htm >

What are the trends/threats related to access to genetic resources? 

Simplification of Production Systems

Access to, and use of, a wide range of agricultural biodiversity, including genetic resources for food and agriculture, is threatened mostly by simplifications of production systems as food production becomes increasingly industrialised, with fewer niches available for species other than those targeted for production, monocultures of those species and a rapid decline in the diversity of varieties used. This is one of the reasons why many Agenda 21 targets related to agricultural biodiversity have not been met. 

The increased promotion of industrial agriculture, livestock production and fisheries has eclipsed dissemination of proven, yield-enhancing agroecological production systems that are in harmony with people and the environment. Thus, through reduction of field margins, elimination of intercropping, destruction of soil biodiversity, pollution of water courses and so on, the essential niches for the species which support production, e.g. predators, pollinators, soil biota etc., are removed. 

These major land use change areas that lead to simplified and less resilient agroecosystems reduce not only the number of niches but also the range of products and their distribution over time and space. The loss of access to field margins, home gardens, forest groves denies access to women, landless and the less powerful groups to livelihood resources. Access is not only about ownership and tenure but about the rights to use and harvest a wide range of biological resources within an ecosystem. When these niches or their concomitant rights of access are eroded, the weaker sectors of agrarian society will be the hungrier and poorer as a result.

Intellectual Property Rights

Genetic resources for food and agriculture are also under threat from biopiracy, privatisation through patents and other intellectual property rights. Tewolde Egziabher, General Manager of Ethiopia's Environmental Protection Authority and the Africa Union's spokesperson on these issues, underscored the negative influence of industrial agriculture and its promotion through Intellectual Property Rights laws. In the recent 2002 Darwin Lecture in London, he said:

"The greatest increase in destruction of biodiversity has corresponded with the industrial revolution and the rise of capitalism. Capitalism has been increasingly privatising biological, and in fact all other, land and water resources. The privatisation has weakened and, for all practical purposes, destroyed the rural local community. ... The [new] laws recognise only individual rights and individual responsibilities. Whatever communal residue has remained from the old community days has, therefore, ended up without anyone with any recognised right to, or responsibility for, it. This means that there can be no one to be motivated, or to feel obliged, to care for it. ...

One school of thought wants to solve this problem by privatising all vestiges of communally owned natural resources. The argument is that the private owners would then look after the natural resources. This is based on two assumptions. The first is that, if the resources are looked after, then we will all benefit. The problem is that if they are privatised, then we would all have to pay to obtain them... The second assumption is that the individual will effectively look after the natural resources.

The opposite view is that it is indigenous and local communities that have been effectively using biological resources throughout the human past and thus, where they have been weakened, it is empowering them that will enable the conservation and sustainable use of natural resources." 

(For full text, see < www.ukabc.org/geneticfutures/ >)

GURTs - Terminator Technologies

Threats to access also arise from the development of Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs including Terminator Technologies). The widespread use of GURTs will result, by definition, in reduced access to genetic resources. Farmers prefer a wide range of genetic materials available for local crop development. Increased use of GURTs may result in greater reliance on formal seed markets that are less efficient and accessible to cash-poor farmers. Finally the economic power of the corporations developing and marketing GURTs could induce a shift away from local germplasm sources and further erode local and traditional seed systems that lie at the heart of crop genetic diversity. (To learn more about GURTs see “Economic and Policy Aspects of ‘terminator’ technology” by D. Eaton, F. van Tongeren, N. Louwaars, B. Visser & I. van der Meer, Biotechnology and Development Monitor # 49, March 2002,.< www.biotech-monitor.nl/4907.htm >. Also see 
< www.ukabc.org/itwgpgrfa1.htm >). 

Genetic Engineering

Genetic modification is a further threat to both ownership of genetic resources - the insertion of patented genes using GE technologies will transfer ownership to patent holders - and the genetic integrity of these resources - the resultant location of an inserted gene, the impact of modification on the structure of the genome and the impact and location of promoters is currently unknown and could have long-term deleterious effects. 

Actions reported by Civil Society to conserve and sustainable use genetic resources and to combat threats:

Communities supported by CSOs and producer organisations have undertaken many different kinds of initiatives to combat the threat of loss of genetic resources for food and agriculture. A small selection of examples was reported to the Forum for Food Sovereignty in June 2002 through Case Studies. These included: community level conservation, development and sustainable use of plants and animals through breeding of local varieties by indigenous farming and pastoral communities (in all continents), challenging the introduction of GM crops; livestock and fish (golden rice in the Philippines, transgenic salmon in Chile, rape/canola, maize and soya in Europe and North America), fighting against contamination in centres of origin and diversity (especially of maize in Mexico) and defending and promoting community and Farmers' Rights. 
(Background Paper is at < http://www.ukabc.org/accessgenres.pdf >)

Key issues requiring concerted actions include:  

· Facilitating continued work through CSOs and producer organisations with local small-scale producer groups to: conserve, develop and use sustainably all genetic resources for food and agriculture; and to implement fully: the Leipzig Global Plan of Action; CBD programme of work on Agricultural Biodiversity; the Global Strategy on Farm Animal Genetic Resources; the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. 

· Pressing FAO to increase its dialogue with, and inclusion of, small-scale producer organisations and CSOs on the complete range of issues concerning all genetic resources for food and agriculture - conservation, sustainable use, access, benefit sharing, governance and future management of gene banks at all levels 

· Ensuring free access to, and use of, genetic resources for food and agriculture, without threats of privatisation; therefore ensuring a ban on patents, and other intellectual property rights that restrict access, on plant, animal and aquatic genetic resources

· Urging governments to ratify the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA - the International Seed Treaty) and bring the Treaty into force so that international realisation of Farmers’ Rights can be established and prohibition of patents on life can be strengthened

· Raising the profile of animal and aquatic genetic resources and the need for international treaties to cover their conservation, similar to the ITPGRFA, particularly with respect to the rights of, and benefit sharing with, pastoralist and fisherfolk communities 

· Continuing the fight against GM crops, livestock and fish and other aquatic organisms and especially against Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs) including Terminator

· Changing the focus of agricultural, livestock, forestry and fisheries research away from industrial production systems and genetic engineering towards small-scale agroecological approaches requiring low external inputs. (This means reform of the CGIAR system in the face of its apparent co-option by the biotechnology industry)

· Calling for a moratorium on the release of GM crops, livestock, fish and other aquatic organisms in the form of seeds, grain, and especially in food aid; this must be implemented with immediate effect with respect to the release into the environment of GM crops in centres of origin and diversity of those crops; urging CGIAR to require this immediate moratorium, in accordance with the Precautionary Principle, and to conduct the science that will help determine the risks and the risk avoidance strategies

· Pressing strongly on the funders of the CGIAR for that body’s reform towards promoting research into agro-ecological approaches in partnership with local producers

· Ensuring that the proposed Global Conservation Trust, which is to be established to fund the world’s ex situ gene banks including farmers’ and indigenous communities’ gene banks, is independent of corporate interests, is established in a country supportive of the ITPGRFA - and not in the USA, and whose governance will be dominated by Southern nationals including small-scale farmers. 

WWW resources: 

FAO Agricultural Biodiversity Portal < www.fao.org/biodiversity >

UK Agricultural Biodiversity Coalition < http://www.ukabc.org/ >

International Plant Genetic Resources Institute < www.ipgri.cgiar.org/themes/human/ >

Open Directory links on Agricultural Biodiversity 
< http://dmoz.org/Science/Environment/Biodiversity/Agricultural/ >
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