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1. INTRODUCTION 

Biodiversity, which refers to the diversity of life forms, will be an 
important issue for the ecology movement in the 1990's'. However, 
there are two distinct and conflicting forces expressing concern 
about the conservation of biodiversity. 

The concem for ecological conservation of biological diversity 
recognises that severe genetic erosion has taken place in recent 
years as a result of the commercialisation of agriculture and for 
estry. This has led to genetic uniformity and the genetic erosion 
of life forms. Genetic erosion leads to the extinction of life forms 
and brings. about ecological vulnerability. Ecological conservation 
thus seeks to preserve species by introducing species diversity in 
agriculture and forestry. 

The second kind of concern for the protection of genetic diversity 
is commercialised conservation. Commercialised conservation is 
linked to the emergence of new biotechnologies which have trans 
formed the genetic richness of this planet into the raw material for 
industrial production of food, pharmaceuticals, fibres, energy, etc. 
Commercialised conservation measures and justifies the value or 
conservation in terms of its present or future use for profits. This 
approach to biodiversity is actually an attempt to reshape the 
conservation movement to the logíc of commercial forces. It does 
not take into account that this will wipe out genetic diversity. Bio 
diversity conservation here is seen only in terms of setting aside 
reserves in undisturbed ecosystems for the purpose of conserva 
tion. 

2. WRI-WORLD BANK BIODIVERSITY ACTION PLAN: 
THREAT TO BIODIVERSITY 

Following the Tropical Forest Action Plan (TFAP), the World Bank 
is now engaged in a global Biological Diversity Action Plan by 
setting upa World Bank Task Force on Biodiversity. Justas the 
TFAP was drafted by the World Resources Institute (WRI), the 
Biological Diversity Action Plan is also drafted by WRI in collabo 
ration with the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN), World Wildlife Fund (WWF)-US and the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP). 

The Action Plan for the development of a global strategy for the 
conservation of biodiversity will lead to the destruction of bio 
diversity in the guise of protecting it. 
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The WRI Plan ignores the real causes of genetic erosion in the past 
and the threats posed to the maintenance ·of biodiversity in the 
future. The Plan works on the false assumptions that: 

* Biodiversity is a global resource; 
* Ali nations benefit equally from the utilisation of biodiver- 
sity; 
* The threats to biodiversity arise solely within the Third World 
countries; 
* Genetic erosion takes place because Third World countries 
have severely restricted financial means; and 
* Biodiversity conservation is dependent primarily on money. 

The Plan confines the discussion of biodiversity to forestry. It 
neglects all discussions of plant biodiversity in agriculture. This 
excludes an understanding of how commercial forces have con 
tributed to the destruction of diversity in the past. It also blocks 
one's perception of how the sarne commercial interests,with new 
technologies, need 'commercialised conservation' for their bío 
logical raw material supplíes. 

·By neglec_ting to address issues of biodiversity as diversity of all 
life forms, the Plan has failed to incorporate principies of diversity 
into agricultura! and industrial production. It instead proposes 
'set-asídes' and 'reserves' of wilderness areas as the primary in 
strument for conservation. 

However, it is being recognised that merely setting aside pre 
serves in relatively undisturbed ecosystems is not enough be 
cause such areas are too small to be sustainable and rapid dimatic 
changes that are taking place through processes like the Green 
house effect make these preserves impossible to maintain. 

Biodiversity is not uniformly distributed across the world. It is 
concentrated in the tropical countries of the Third World, and is 
therefore primarily a Thírd World resource. Corporations and 
institutions of the rích industrialised countries have taken and used 
the rich genetic diversity of the Third World as a free resource and 
a raw material input for their breeding programmes and seed 
industry. 

Genetic erosion in the Third World has resulted from development 
policies promoted by the North. Intemational aid has financed the 
destruction of genetic diversity through the spread of agricultura! 
programmes like the Green Revolution. Genetically uniform seeds 
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are then sold to the Third World as 'inputs' for Green Revolution 
agriculture. This has led to genetic uniformity and the creation of 
debt and financial dependen~e. 

Thus, the gene-rich Third World have donated their genetic re 
sources freely to the North, or to the public institutions controlled 
by the North. While on the other hand, the financial institutions 
of the North have provided credit to Third World countries to 
induce them to switch from the use of freely accessible biodiver 
sity to genetic uniformity (purchased from the TNC's at high cost) 
in the name of agricultura! or forestry development. 

3. THE ROLE OF INTERNATIONAL AGENCIES 
IN GENETIC EROSION 

THE WORLD BANK & CGIAR: 

The World Bank which has now launched the Biodiversity Action 
Plans has for the past forty years, been financing the destruction of 
genetic diversity in the Third World. It has financed the Green 
Revolution which replaced genetically diverse. indigenous crop 
ping systems in the Third World with vulnerable genetically uni 
form monocultures. 

It has contributed to genetic erosion through the centralised re 
search institution controlled by the Consultative Group on Inter 
national Agricultura! Research (CGIAR). (See Appendix I). The 
CGIAR was launched in 1970 on the initiative of the World Bank 
and has íts offices in the World Bank. 

Toe growth of the international institutes was based on the erosion 
of the knowledge systems of Third World peasants and Third World 
research institutes. Centralised research and genetic uniformity go 
hand in hand in agriculture. It was therefore inevitable that the 
Centre for Wheat and Maize Improvement (CIMMYT) in Mexico 
became an instrument for the destruction of genetic diversity of 
maize and the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in Phil 
ippines became an instrument for the destruction of genetic diver 
si ty of rice in Asia. 

IRRI & THE ROCKEFELLAR-FORD 
FOUNDATION CONNECTION 

The International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) was set up in 1960 
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by the Rockefellar and Ford Foundations, nine years after the 
establishment of a premier Indian Institute, the Central Rice Re 
search Institute (CRRI) in Cuttack.. The Cuttack Institute was 
working on rice research based on indigenous knowledge and 
genetic resources, a strategy clearly in conflict with the Arnerican 
controlled strategy of the IRRI. Toe Director of CRRI was re 
moved, under international pressure, when he resisted handing 
over his collection of rice germ plasm to IRRI. He had also asked 
for restraint on the hurried introduction of the High Yielding 
Varieties (HYV) rice varieties from IRRI. 

The Madhya Pradesh government gave a small stipend to the ex 
Director of CRRI so that he could continue his work at the Madhya 
Pradesh Rice Research Institute (MPRRI) at Raipur. On this shoe 
string budget, he conserved 20,000 indigenous rice varieties in situ 
in India's rice bowl in Chattisgarh. Later, the MPRRI, which was 
doing pioneering work in developing a high yielding strategy based 
on the knowledge of theChattísgarh tribals, was also closed down 
under pressure frorn the World Bank (which was linked to IRRI 
through CGIAR) because MPRRI had reservations about sending 
its germ plasm collection to IRRI.(1) 

ln the Philippines, IRRI seeds were called 'Seeds of imperialism'. 
Robert Onate, President of the Philippines Agricultura! Econorri.ics 
and Developrnent Association observed that IRRI practices had 
created a new dependence on agrochemicals, seeds and debt. 'This 
is the Green Revolution Connection', he remarked, 'New seeds 
frorn the CGIAR global crop seed systems which will depend on 
the fertilizers, agrichemicals and machineries produced by con 
glomerates of the Transnational Corporations' .(2) 

Centralism of knowledge was built into the chain of CGIAR' s 
system from which technology was transferred to national research 
centres. The diverse knowledge of local cultivators and plant 
breeders was displaced. Uniformity and vulnerability were built 
into international research centres run by the US and US trained 
experts breeding a small set of new varietiés that would displace 
the thousands of locally cultivated plants in the agricultural sys 
tems built up over generations on the basis of knowledge gener 
ated over centuries. 

These insfitutions and programmes that the World bank has 
· launched for conservation have contributed instead to genetic 
erosion. 
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In fact, the continued spread of genetic uniformity is perversely 
viewed as a means for 'biodiversity conservation' in programmes 
of the World bank. As an illustration, John Spears, of the World 
Bank has recommended intensification of monoculture practices in 
agriculture and forestry for 'preserving biological diversity' in Asia 
(Appendix II). This schizophrenic approach to biodiversity which 
adopts a policy of destruction of diversity in production processes, 
and a policy of preservation in 'set-asides' cannot be effective in 
the conservation of species diversity. Biodiversity cannot be con 
served unless production itself is based on a policy of preserving 
diversity.(3) 

Thus, World Bank financed 'social forestry' projects in India are in 
effect the replacement of genetically diverse agro-forestry species 
and crops with monocultures of eucalyptus plantations for the paper 
and pulp industry.(4) The globally launched TFAP is similarly 
leading to the spread of genetic erosion worldwide. (5) 

IBPGR AND GENE ROBBERY 

The Intemational Bureau for Plant Genetic Resources (IBPGR) which 
is run by the CGIAR system was specifically created for the collec 
tion and conservation of genetic resources. However, it -has 
emerged as an instrument for the transfer of resources from the 
South to the North. While most genetic diversity lies in the South,of 
the 127 base collections of IBPGR, 81 are in the industrialised 
countries, and 29 are in the CGIAR system which is controlled by 
the governments and corporations of the industrialised countries 
in the North. Only 17 are in the national collections of Third 
World countries. Of the 81 base collections in the North, 10 are in 
the hands of the countries that fund IBPGR. 

The Biodiversity Action Plan could turn out to be a larger version 
of the South to North transfer of genetic resources that has taken 
place through institutions like the IBPGR. The WRI in fact, cites 
the IBPGR experience as a model for biodiversity action in its 
Tropical Conservation Financing Project. It states that the IBPGR, 
a CGIAR institution works to 'ensure the collection and conserva 
tion and use of germplasm so as to contribute to raising the stan 
dard of living and welfare throughout the world'.(6) Experiehce 
however, shows that IBPGR has not contributed to equal benefits 
worldwide, but has used Third World resources for the benefit of 
the industrialised countries. 

With the emergence of the new biotechnologies, the North will try 
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to continue to treat the biodiversity of the South as a freely acces 
sible global resource while it creates legal, political attempts to 
privatise genetic resources through patent laws and intellectual 
property protection related to life forms. No biodiversity action 
plan can hope to reverse the threat of species extinction without a 
serious assessment of the causes of genetic erosion in the past, and 
the political threats to biodiversity in the future. 

4. BIOTECHNOLOGY ANO SPECIES EXTINCTION 

Biotechnology is being viewed by many environmentalists as a 
solution to the ecological problem of genetic erosion. Thus Gus 
Speth of the WRI states that the 'world's emerging biotech índus 
try provides many of the tools needed for environmentally sus 
tainable growth' .(7) 

However, the commercialisation of biodíversíty through the bío 
tech industry and its commercialised conservation creates new 
threats of ecological vulnerability and risks, and new threats of 
political polarisation between the North and the South. 

The main problem with viewing biotech as a miracle solution to 
the biodiversity crisis is related to the fact that biotechnologies, 
are, in essence, technologies for the breeding of uniformity in plants 
and animals. Biotech corporations do talk of contributing to genetic 
diversity. However, the 'diversity' of corporate strategies and the 
diversity of life-forms on this planet are not the sarne thing, and 
corporate competition can hardly be treated as a substitute for 
nature's evolution in the creation of genetic diversity. 

ln fact, it is profit maxirnisation that is the primary cause for spe 
cies extinction. The genetically engineered products of corporate 
biotechnology ventures will not only be genetically uniform and 
ecologically .fragile in themselves, they will pose new ecological 
threats to other life-forms. Introduced species usually have ecol 
ogically disruptive effects. The release of genetically modified 
plants and micro-organisms into the environment threatens to 
become a new kind of environmental bio-hazard with the new 
biotechnologies.(8) Assessment of these risks is essential for bío 
diversity conservation. 
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5. PATENT PROTECTION ENDANGERS 
THIRD WORLD SOVEREIGNITY 

The issue of patent protection for modified life-forms raises a 
number of unresolved political questions about ownership and 
control of genetic resources. Firstly, the problem is that in ma 
nipulating life forms you do not start from nothing, but from other 
life-forms which belong to others - through customary law. Sec 
ondly, genetic engineering does not create new genes, it merely 
relocates genes already existing in organisms. ln making genes the 
object of value through the patent system, a dangerous shift takes 
place in the approach to genetic resources. 

Most Third World countries view genetic resources as a common 
heritage. ln most, countries animais and plants were excluded 
from the patent system until recently when the advent of bíotech 
nologies changed concepts of ownership of life. With the new 
biotechnologies life can now be owned. The potential for gene 
manipulation reduces the organism. to its genetic constituents. 
Centuries of innovation are totally disvalued to give monopoly 
rights on life forms to those who manipulate genes with new 
technologies, placing their contribution over and above the intel 
lectual contribution of generations of Third World farmers for over 
ten thousand years in the areas of conservation, breeding, domes 
tication and. development of plant and animal genetic resources. 
Putting value on the gene through patents makes biology stand on 
its head. Complex organisms which have evolved over millenia in 
nature, and through the contributions of Third World peasants, 
tribais and healers are reduced to their parts, and treated as mere 
inputs into genetic engineering. Patenting of genes thus leads to 
a devaluation of life-forms by reducing them to their constituents 
and allowing them to be repeatedly owned as private property. 
This reductionism and fragmentation might be convenient for 
commercial concerns but it violates the integrity of life as well as 
the common pr(?perty rights of Third World peoples . 

. On these false notions of genetic resources and their ownership 
through intellectual property rights are based the 'bio-battles' at 
the Food & Agricultura! Organisation (FAO), the World Intellec 
tual Property Organisation (WIPO), the Union for the Protection of 
New varieties of Plants (UPOV) and the trade wars in the General 
Agreement on Tariff and Trade (GATI). Countries like US are 
using trade as a means of enforcing their patent laws and intellec 
tual property rights on the sovereign nations of the Third World. 
The US has accused countries of the Third World as engaging in 
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'unfair trading practice' if they fail to adopt US patent laws which 
allow monopoly rights in life forms. Yet it is the US which has 
engaged in unfair practices related to the use of Third World genetic 
resources. It has freely taken the biological diversity of the Third 
World to spin millions of dollars of profits, none of which have 
been shared with Third World countries, the original owners of 
the germ plasm. · 

According to Prescott-allen, wild varieties contributed US$340 
million per year between 1976 and 1980 to the US farm economy. 
The total contribution of wild germ plasm to the American econ 
omy has been US$66 billion, which is more than the total interna 
tional debt of Mexico and Philippines combined. This wild mate 
rial is "owned" by sovereign states and by local people.(9) 

A wild tomato variety (Lycopresicon chomrelewskii) taken from 
Peru in 1962 has contributed $8 million a year to the American 
tomato processing industry by increasing the content of soluble 
solids.(10) Yet none of these .profits or benefits have been shared 
with Peru, the original source of the genetic material. 

6. DRUG FIRMS ROB THIRD WORLD'S 
MEDICINAL PLANTS 

The pharmaceutical industry of the North has similarly benefited 
from free collection of tropical biodiversity. The value of the South's 
germplasm for pharmaceutical industry ranges from an estimated 
US$4.7 billion now to US$47 billion by the year 2000. 

As drug cornpanies realise that nature holds rich sources of profit 
they begin to covet the potential wealth of tropical moist forest as 
a source for medicines. For instance, the periwinkle plant from 
Madagascar is the source of at least 60 alkaloids which can treat 
childhood leukaemia and Hodgkin/ s Disease. Drugs deríved from 
this plant bring in about US$160 million worth of sales each year. 
Yet another plant, Rauwolfa Serpentina, from India is the base for 
drugs which sell up to US$260 million a year in the US alone. 

Unfortunately, it has been estimated that with the present rate of 
destruction of tropical forests, 20 - 25% of the world's plant species 
will be lost by the year 2000. Consequently, major pharmaceutical 
companies are now screening and collecting natural plants through 
contracted third parties. For instance, a British company, Biotics, is 

· a commercíal broker known for supplying exotic plants for phar 
maceutical screening by. inadequately compensating the Third 
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World countríes of origin. The company's officials have actually 
admitted that many drug companíes prefer 'sneaking plants' out 
of the Third World rather than going through legitimate negotiat 
ing channels. 

Screening and collection cover plants, bacteria, algae, fungi, proto 
zoa and a wide range of marine organisms including corals, sponges 
and anemones. 

Another method is that of the US National Cancer Institute which 
has sponsored the single largest tropical plant collecting effort by 
recruiting the assistance of ethnô-botanists, who in turn siphon off 
the traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples without any 
compensation. 

7. FIRST WORLD BIO-IMPERIALISM 

ln spite of the immeasurable contribution that Third world bio 
diversity has made to the wealth of industrialised countries, cor 
porations, governments and aid agencies of the North continue to 
create legal and political frameworks to make the Third World pay 
for what it originally gave. Toe emerging trends in global trade 
and technology work inherently against justice and ecological 
sustainability. They threaten to create a new era of bio-imperial 
ism, built on the biological impoverishment of the Third World 
and the biosphere. 

The intensity of this assault against Third World genetic resources 
can be seen from the pressure asserted by major drug and agricul 
tural input companies and their home govemments on interna 
tional institutions such as GATI and the FAO to recognise such 
resources as a "universal heritage' ín order to guarantee them free 
access to the raw materiais. International patent and licensing agree 
ments will increasingly be used to secure a monopoly over valu 
able genetic materials which can be developed into drugs, food, 
and energy sources. 

Therefore, the Third World must urgently take stock of their genetic 
resources, particularly those contained in tropical forests. Rather 
than permit the North to 'rescue' the world's tropical forests for 
their own economic ínterests, conservation measures must be 
undertaken for the long term benefit of the Third World and 
indigenous peoples. Due respect and recognition must be accorded 
to the knowledge and interests of the indigenous peoples. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS: · 

There is an urgent need for Third World countries to promote a 
people' s biodiversity conservation plan to counter the commercial 
ised conservation plans for biodiversity. lt must be recognísed 
and steps must be taken by the Third World to ensure that: 

1. Protectíon of diversity has to be based on regenerating 
·diversity as a basis of production in agriculture forestry 
energy, and health care. People's biodiversity plans cannot 
have inconsistent and divergent approaches of uniformity 
as a principle of production and diversity as a principle of 
conservation. 

2. The practice of díversíty can only be ensured through de 
centralisation. Centralised systems of research, production 
or conservation force the spread of genetic uniformity and 
genetic erosion. 

3. The practice of diversity has been characteristic of indige 
nous systems of production in the Third World. Biodiver 
sity conservation plans need to contribute to the regenera 
tion of these systems. 

4. The knowledge and intellectual contributions of generations 
of Third World 'innovators', peasants, tribals and traditional 
healers - needs to be recognised and treated on an equal 
footing as innovation in the labs of industrialised countries 
to correct the distortions being introduced through patent 
ing of life forms. 

5. The contribution of Third World germplasm from wild as 
well as cultivated varieties to capital accumulation in índus 
trialised countries needs to be recognised and compensated 
for in a just and humane and ecological manner, not merely 
as tokensim. There is injustice inherent in current techno 
logical and trade practices, which treat genetic resources 
which come from the Third World as freely available while 
the sarne genetic material touched by scientists and corpo 
rations in the North is protected by patents, treated as pri 
vate property and sold back to the Third World at exhorbi 
tant costs. 

6. People's biodiversity action plans need to urgently address 
the issue of 'ownership' of.life through patents on life forms 
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with all its ethical, legal and political implícations. 

The Governments must: 

7. Prohibit all researchers, social scientists and scientists who 
are working for foreign interests from conducting research 
and study on and/ or collecting genetic resources from your 
country and the Third World. Existing contracts or agree 
ments to do research, screening and collecting of genetic 
germplasm should be terminated to stop the transfer of 
valuable germplasm to the North and to safeguard the 
heritage of the Third World. 

8. Introduce legislation and institutional safeguards to protect 
the nation' s genetic resources. 

9. Systematically monitor the activities of ali transnational cor 
porations in this field in your country. 

10. Systematically monitor and analyse the activities of interna 
tional agencies like GATT, FAO (Food and Agriculture Or 
ganisation), WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organisa 
tion) and UPOV (Intemational Union for the Protection of 
New Varieties of Plants). These international organisations 
are dominated by the N orthern countries and have been 
used by them to rob the Third World of its resources and 
the rights of Third World peoples. 

11. Encourage and provide incentives for local research, identi 
fication and documentation of genetic resources. Setting up 
of national gene banks free from both transnational corpo 
ration and foreign funding, technical assistance, control and 
involvement. Encourage South to South cooperation and 
assistance in the setting up of gene banks and research. 
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APPENDIX I 

International Institutes controlled by CGIAR 

Acronym . Center Location 1984 budget 
(year ($m) 
established) 

IRRI (1960) Intemational Rice Research LosBanos 22.5 
Institute 

CIMMYT Centro Internacional de Mexico City 21.0 
(1966) Mejoramientio Maizy Trigo Mexico 

IITA (1967) Intemational Institute of Ibadan 21.2 
Tropical Agriculture Nigeria 

CIAT (1968) Centro Internacional de Cali 23.1 
Agricultura Tropical Colombia 

CIP (1971) Centro Internacional de la Lima 10.9 
Papa Peru 

WARDA West African Rice Monrovia 2.9 
(1971) Development Association Liberia 

ICRISAT International Crops Hyderabad 22.1 
(1972) Research, Institute for the India 

Semi-Arid Tropics 

ILRAD (1973) Intemational Laborato!"?' Nairobi 9.7 
for Research for Anima 
Diseases 

IBPGR (1974) Intemational Board for Rome 3.7 
Plant Genetic Resources Italy 

ILCA (19!4) International Livestock AddisAbaba 12.7 
Center for Africa Ethiopia 

IFPRI (1975) International Food Policy Washinfon 4.2 
Research Institute DC, US 

ICARDA Internatíonal Center for Aleppo 20.4 
(1976) Agricultura! Research in Syna 

the Dry Areas 

ISNAR Intemational Service for TheHague 3.5 
(1980) National Agricultural Netherlands 

Research 

Source: Consultatite Group on Intematioruü Agricultura/ Research, Washington DC, 1984 
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APPENDIX II 

World Bank-financed Forestry/Agricultural Projects 
in the name of Biodiversity Conservation. 

Country 

Summary 
Project 
Description 

Year of 
Loan/Credit 
andAmount 

How the project 
actually destroys 
biodiversity 

Malaysia Involvement of 
about9,000 
families in an 
oil palmand 
rubber 
develo_pment 
in the Jengka 
Triangle. 

Philippines Smallholder tree 1973: US$10 
farming. million 
Involvement of 
some8,000 
smallholders 
in growing 
pufpwood and 
other forest 
products as a 
a cash crop. 

India, 
Gujarat 
Sta te 

As part of a 1980; US$37 
social forestry million 
program, 
mvoLvement of 
local families 
and communities 
in restoratíon 
of forest cover 
ondegraded 
forestland. 
The scheme was 
started in 1980. 
By 1982, some 
18,000 hectares 
of degraded 
forest had been 
completed under 
this scherne, 
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Oil palro and rub 
ber plantations 
are genetically uni 
form cropping 
systems, which 
destroy the 
genetic diversity 
of indigenous 
agriculture and 
natural forests. 

Pulpwood 
plantations are 
monocultures · 
.which 
destroy bío- 
di versi ty in 
agriculture and 
.forestry. 

The Gujarat social 
forestry project 
is entirefy based 
onplantmg 
eucalyptus mono 
cultures on crop 
land earlier used 
for millets, oil 
seeds, pulses. It 
has destroyed 
agncultural 
biodiversity, 
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