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SEEDS, BREEDS AND PEOPLE - the fight for genetic resources

Context 

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. Through careful selection of the traits, tastes and textures that make good food they 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. These resources are now under threat from biopiracy, privatisation through patents and other intellectual property rights and the development of Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs including Terminator Technologies). The genetic integrity of these resources is also threatened by genetic modification through the insertion of patented genes using genetic engineering (GE) technologies. Agricultural biodiversity is further threatened by changes in production systems, to an industrialised production model. This model is encouraged by governments for corporate interests, which increasingly promote GE. One of the main reasons why the 1996 World Food Summit targets have not been met is the continued promotion of industrial agriculture, livestock production and fisheries, rather than proven, yield-enhancing agroecological production systems that are in harmony with people and the environment: These systems develop and depend on a wide range of agricultural biodiversity. Having rights of access to, use of and benefits from agricultural biodiversity are essential components of food sovereignty. 

Actions reported by Civil Society to conserve 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 were reported to the Forum 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 and Actions

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 zith 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.
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