
The Eighteenth Regular Session of the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture 

(henceforth, CGRFA) was held in virtual mode from 27 September to 1 October 2021. 

The CGRFA is the only permanent intergovernmental advisory body of the FAO dedicated to 

achieving international consensus on policies for the sustainable use and conservation of genetic 

resources for food and agriculture and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from 

their use. 

The IPC participated in the CGRFA 18 with a delegation from the working group on Agricultural 

Biodiversity. The recommendations of the CGRFA are relevant because they constitute the 

approach of the FAO regarding biodiversity and the influence of the FAO in the UN Convention on 

Biological Diversity.  

This session was relevant mainly for two issues: the Digital Sequence Information (DSI)1 and the 

effects of seed policies, laws and regulations on sustainable use and conservation.  

The Secretariat was requested to provide information on the future potential importance of DSI for 

characterisation, conservation, sustainable use and fair and equitable benefit-sharing. Given that the 

CBD is called to pronounce an opinion on the DSI and their impact on the policies of access and 

benefit-sharing, the relationship between the Commission and the CBD is crucial to the future of the 

sustainable use of GRFA.2 

During the meeting, the IPC recalled that “genetic sequencing in the first 10 years of this century, 

has enabled massive circumvention of prior informed consent, benefit sharing and traditional 

knowledge protection obligations through open access to millions of "digital sequencing 

information" from genetic resources on the Internet. For the past 10 years, multiple discussions to 

try to resolve this issue have been going in circles with no results because no one dares to look the 

elephant in the room in the face that is trampling all the best resolutions.”  

IPC therefore asked to the country representatives to “convince all multilateral and 

intergovernmental bodies and governments to ban all patents on digital sequencing information 

and all patents on living organisms so that all the advantages that can be derived from a 

reasonable use of this information can be positively addressed in favor of techniques that respect 

the natural barriers of the physiology of reproduction and recombination of living organisms” 

Another key issues for the IPC was the discussion around the effects of seed policies, laws and 

regulations. The Commission, in its previous edition in 2019, had requested that FAO undertake, in 

coordination with the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture and 

in consultation with the International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), 

a study concerning: 

1. On-farm diversity of plant genetic resources for food and agriculture (PGRFA); 

2. The access of smallholder farmers to sufficient, affordable, diverse and locally adapted 

PGRFA, including farmer varieties and landraces (FVL); and 

3. Food security and nutrition in different seed systems. 

                                                 
1 http://www.fao.org/cgrfa/topics/digital-sequence-information/en/  
2 https://www.cbd.int/dsi-gr/whatdone.shtml  

http://www.fao.org/cgrfa/topics/digital-sequence-information/en/
https://www.cbd.int/dsi-gr/whatdone.shtml


In addition, the Commission requested FAO to clarify the terms 'farmers' seed systems', 'informal 

seed systems', 'formal seed systems' and 'integrated seed systems'. The discussion was thus based on 

the document Impact of implementation of seed legislation on the diversity of plant genetic 

resources for food and agriculture (CGRFA-18/21/12.3/Inf.1); the study was based on the responses 

that 18 countries (out of 30 countries studied) provided to FAO on three specific points, namely: 

crop varietal registration; seed quality assurance; and the promotion and/or sale of Farm 

Varieties/Land races (FVL). 

One of the IPC delegates commented the background study prepared for the meeting: “What 

emerges from this research is that most of the laws, regulations and seed policies follow industrial 

criteria for the registration of crop varieties, which is contrary to the aim of conservation and 

sustainable use of PGRFA. Current seed laws need to be modified and adapted so that they do not 

impose any restrictions on peasant (or informal) seed systems, but rather regulate the formal seed 

system. Peasant seed systems must be recognised and protected as such by state laws that, taking 

into account formal, written or informal and oral local or community systems and rules, protect and 

guarantee the existence of peasant systems. 

Once again, governments have been reluctant to recognise the need to change the current direction 

of agriculture, a direction based on industrial dynamics that do not encourage measures to protect 

and enhance agricultural biodiversity. The IPC will continue to engage in active participation in 

policy processes, lobbying and collaboration with farmers' movements and civil society 

organisations. 

 

 

http://www.fao.org/3/ng491en/ng491en.pdf

