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Biotechnology: Ownership and control of genetic resources

'Ownership' is a hotly contested aspect of biodiversity treaties 

Crop and Plant genes

Human genes?

¿by First World citizens/Institutions of Third World derived genes?


¿or by Third World peoples & governments acting to prevent removal of germplasm?

Resistances: terrains of struggle:

GLOBAL
 Global Environmental Facility

Frankenfoods: rejection of genetically-modified foods by consumers, especially in Europe

NATIONAL
 Brazil versus Monsanto

LOCAL
Santa Cruz versus Mexican academics

Biotechnology is an economic activity

Biodiversity=Money

•
Biodiversity is an accumulation of genes.

•
Genes are biological programs which create useful materials within living organisms

¿Can genes be bought, sold and owned under existing U.S. law?

Yes, 

1. if they are modified

2. If ownership rights to modified genes are guaranteed by Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) legislation

Biotech is Profit-driven Enterprise:

1. Industry Concentration strategies motivate research directions, but do they serve the public good?

Horizontal concentration limits competition: companies buy up similar companies

Vertical integration joins seed, biotech and pesticide companies. In this case the control over genetic diversity may be vested in very few hands. Should this be a public resource?

2. Resulting 'internal' company economies take on new importance

agrochemical companies 
(e.g. Mansanto) want resistance to herbicides—not insect resistance— in order to sell chemicals, this conditions the direction of research $$$
Biotechnology as a discursive practice:

 [Biotechnology will] "greatly reduce reliance on Toxic pesticides…"

"By borrowing beneficial traits from elsewhere in nature, we can now make crops and plants naturally resistant to insects, to viruses. We can reduce the need to spray for pests. Nothing could be more natural, more logical."

Earl Harbison, President 

Monsanto Chemical 

Discourse I: 
Feeding the Hungry World:

Option 1—Technology Transfer:

Mexico: Potatoes sold only in Mexico, 'biopiracy' or helping hand?

Kenya: Sweet Potatoes and 

non-commercial crops

Zimbabwe/Brazil:

Cotton research and Royalties conflicts

Option 2—Food Crop Research:

Majority of research performed on high-value commercial crops

Tobacco 9/70: Corn 8/70

Biotechnology and development: Potential risks & contradictions:

1. 'Poor-get-poorer': Rich farmers profit at the expense of poor farmers, especially in Third World

2. Changes in crop genetics allow new production geographies:

i. New standardization allows 'offshore' movement of US farm jobs, e.g. Flavr Savr Tomatoes in Mexico

ii. Third World countries destabilized by substitute crops or new cropping geographies (e.g. cocoa, vanilla)

3. Biodiversity destroyed by biotech: new cultivars replace traditional varieties reducing genetic diversity

Genetic Erosion and Species Extinction result

1. New Cultivars: new genetically engineered plants replace traditional crops

a. Genetic erosion results when new crops displace traditional crops, and the more diverse genome of traditional crops is lost due to a failure to plant them: e.g., bean diversity

b. Oaxaca, Mexico: genes move from one plant to another, ‘jumping genes’ may move within a plant genome, replacing other genes. (this is quite controversial, however)

c. Cultivars produce environmental poisons: corn pollen, Bacillus thuringiensis, and monarch butterfly deaths
2. New 'Aliens': aliens are ‘exotic’ or non-native species of plants. Historically the introduction of ‘weed’ species to new continents has created tremendous problems, biotechnology may produce additional problems by altering weed species

a. traditional: European weed introduction to Native American horticulture

b. new aliens: local weeds take up the same properties that have been transferred to cultivars via biotechnology. This may occur through a type of viral transfer, where naturally-occurring viruses move gene pieces to neighboring plants

