International Seed Saving
The ritual of seed saving is a ritual as old as civilisation, a ritual in many ways responsible for civilisation. (1)  However, the seed saving rituals of the different civilisations on this large brown planet of ours are currently under a lot of pressure.  They find themselves up against the voluntary and involuntary changes to their governments, governmental policy and legislation; civil war, civil unrest and erratic weather conditions; globalisation; and the genetic modification of plants and food – which are all chipping away at this ritual.  

Changes to Governments, Government Policy and Legislation
During 70 years of Communism rule, the high mountain villages of Kyrgyzstan grew wheat and raised sheep and in return for these products, they were supplied truck loads of vegetables from lowland valleys.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the trucks suddenly stopped their round trips.  The diet of these high mountain valleys were reduced to wheat and potatoes, resulting in sickness and high infant mortality.   Luckily, though the services of seed saving networks like the International Seed Saving Institute (ISSI – www.seedsave.org) a trial garden programme was set up in a local school using open-pollinated seeds.  After four years, seed saving, a diversified diet and the trading of seed between villages returned.

Seeds saving is also attracting attention in Iraq.  The US-led coalition has introduced Plant Variety Protection (PVP) rules and new patent orders.  These PVP provisions prevent traditional seed-saving and exchange practices that date back tens of thousands of years, suppressing the Iraqi’s right to use saved seed and their right to produce their own local food.

Wheat, barley, dates and pulses make up a large part of the Iraqi diet, however, these local varieties can not be registered under the PVP rules as they do not meet the International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) convention of being “new, distinct, uniform and stable” (DUS), even though they are the genetic base for many of today’s food.  Land race or farmers’ varieties do not meet this criteria as these varieties cross-pollinate, are loaded with genes and are very diverse.

The lack of protection for local food varieties adds to Iraqi food security issues.  Local varieties are more resilient to pests and diseases, better suited to local conditions and are more likely to produce than the imported high-tech seeds that need pesticides, fertilizers and irrigation.  

The PVP provisions being pushed by the US onto Iraq, and other vulnerable nations such as Cambodia and Afghanistan, go beyond the rules even set down by the World Trade Organisation.  Inevitably included in any bilateral trade “agreements” is the obligation to accept GE crops.  All of this, when Iraq’s national seed bank, established in the 1970’s, is feared lost, with some Iraqi varieties samples being held in trust at an agricultural institute in Syria. (2)
Civil War, Civil Unrest and Erratic Weather Conditions
Civil war has destroyed support systems in Congo.  Instead of being able to maintain large productive gardens, which become the targets of raids by the waring factions, micro-gardens have to be hidden in the mountains and jungles.  Different tribal members then memorize the different locations.  This means that no matter how large the destructive raid, only a small part of their food supply is lost.

Jude and Michel Fanton, directors of Australia’s Seed Savers Network found that “(t)here is a surprisingly high diversity of local seeds available in East Timor, despite 25 years of disruption to traditional farming systems”, whilst travelling there in 2002. (3)

Jude and Michel met the co-ordinator of a women’s community garden, who stored their Chinese cabbage, chillies, eggplant and bitter gourd seeds in a sealed sort of sausage skin.  Another local seed saving method they observed were seeds hung from the roof of a kitchen, which were smoked then stored in a waxed bamboo joint.  
They came across locally grown seed for sale at some markets, but discovered that there was a widespread feeling that East Timorese seeds were inferior to western seeds.  This is often not the case, as imported seed do not perform as well in drought years or on poor soil, jeopardising farmers’ food supply.  Jude and Michel also spent some of their time trying to raise the awareness of local officials of the strong local seed culture in East Timor.

Whilst in hurricane devastated Haiti seed networks were re-established by dividing seed donated by the ISSI with the help of a local person of authority ie a mayor, council member or priest.  ISSI finds the act of dividing the seeds in public, with the entire village or town present, helps to build long-term, self-reliance.

Globalisation

A neo-liberal globalised agenda by large corporations to control all aspects of the food chain has fostered the argument that the best way for poor countries to achieve food security is to import seed from them, rather than trying to save it themselves.  Luckily, the transformative power of the concept of “food sovereignty” (where local traditions are respected) contrasts this neo-liberal approach that international trade will solve the world’s food problem. (4)  Dynamic social movements such as UBINIG (a Bengali acronym for Research on Alternatives to Development) in Bangladesh – with its main objective of promoting ‘Nayakrishi Andolon’ (which literally means ‘new agricultural movement’) is central to this change.  By avoiding the use of external inputs, using a tremendously diverse base of local seeds, growing food which is integral to their culture, promoting self reliance and the sovereignty of local communities, this system produces more food than any other industrial agricultural method being pushed upon this country. (5)

‘Community Seed Wealth Centres’ act as local seed networks, where clay pots and glass bottles containing hundreds of different seed varieties of dozens of different crops are stored.  Women are in charge of these centres, with a poster at UBINIG’s office reading “Keep the seed in your hand, sister”. These centres are only the tip of the seed networking iceberg in Bangladesh, with hundreds of communities in many different parts of the country using their own seeds every season, storing them at their homesteads, and participating in a sophisticated exchange and monitoring network, called the Nayakrishi Seed Networks (NSN).  
Whereas some Andean (Ecuadorian and Colombian) communities are finding it more difficult to obtain local seeds that are suitable to organic agriculture, especially those living in marginal areas.   Andean subsistence farmers (feeding their families with what they grown and selling excesses) are being coerced by corporate seed company representatives with free introductory seeds and chemicals, hybrid seed assistance, and gimmicky nic naks of posters, baseball caps and t-shirts to use fungicides, herbicides, and the latest hybrid and GM maize, cabbage, carrots and capsicum seeds.
Traditional farmers wearing home spun clothes are made to feel backward and stupid by government officials wearing designer jeans, clean white shirts and baseball caps, and they are being pressured not to remain in a subsistence farming system but to go for the dollars that are supposed to be in the export market.  Salt of the earth farmers are being asked to rationalise their ancestral agricultural methods, and the saving of their traditional varieties of nutritive beans, amaranth, quinoa, and many Andean tubers.  Traditional Indian Women are being made to feel ashamed if they present a meal that is completely grown themselves. (6)
The European Union (EU) offers another example of how the concentration of power within the food system threatens the future of agricultural biodiversity. In July 1994, the EU introduced regulations for plant variety development rights.  These changes extended breeder rights beyond reproductive material to include harvested material, and in doing so, reduced farmers’ rights.

The practice of conserving commercial seed for re-planting is only possible if the “legitimate interests” of seed developers are supported, preventing farmers from saving certain seeds for free.  Under the UPOV 1991 convention, which the EU endorses, small scale farmers are only authorised to re-use their own seed for planting…. prohibiting the vital rural practice of exchanging seed.

Seed saving networks have been threatened by such legislation, as it prevents the shared use of knowledge and techniques that: stops varietal loss; leads to shared risks and benefits; reinforces the fabric of rural communities; and sets an example of diversification and complimentary regional land use.

The ability to save seed and develop their own seed resources is constantly being eroded.  Critics often cite gene banks as a ready source of freely available and freely modifiable genetic material.  But farmers’ access is not always guaranteed. It will often depend on the goodwill of those responsible for the banks, and they can only access material from a bank with which they have a good relationship.  Italy has made some progress in this area by making access a lot easier, with legislation which guarantees direct, easy and free access to conserved material for gardeners or for educational purposes, as it is trying to dissuade patenting in public research.

Farmers need a variety of plants with combined characteristics of cultural, genetic and ecological diversity: plants with characteristics that allow the crops to adapt well to local environmental conditions; and varieties that tend to be tolerant to pest and disease.  To sustain healthy biodiversity on their farms, farmers need access to lots of varieties, including the older commercial varieties.  Under current legislation, older varieties cannot be registered, and in turn it is illegal to commercially reproduce any variety that is not registered.  This legislation reflects how the law protects specific interests at the expense of public interest.  Intellectual property rights legislation, including the use of patents, is increasingly restricting farmers’ access to seed, with little progress in developing appropriate legislation for local and traditional varieties.  EU funding of local varieties maybe effective in the short term – however once these subsidies are no longer available, these varieties will begin to disappear. (7)

The Genetic Modification (GM) of Plants and Food

“Genetic contamination is an inevitable consequence of GM agriculture and a deliberate ploy by the industry to make the global acceptance of GM crops a fait accompli.” (8) Contamination increases corporate control over seeds, with the end results being far more control over farmers, more bureaucracy, paperwork, and pressure for certification and far less flexibility in deciding what, when and how to grow crops, and how to sell the harvest.  Seed saving and exchanges, if they are permitted, become much more complicated.  For countries without the resources, there simply won’t be a future for GM-free agriculture. In Romania the only certified, non-GM seed available is seed imported by Pioneer Hi-Bred from the US – as there are no locally adaptive varieties commercially available. (9)  Non-GM farm saved, traditional seed will have to be sold outside of the GM stream, unless they can find informal local markets, thereby turning local varieties into an expensive niche market for the rich, much like what the organic industry has become.

GM is profoundly disrespectful of the world’s indigenous people.  A very disappointing example of this is the contamination of maize (corn) in Mexico, where maize is the basis of life (10), and has been a fundamental food for centuries, keeping these indigenous people alive in the face of discrimination, poverty and plundering.  So when the people of Mexico discovered that their maize was contaminated by GM corn, they saw it as violation of what is most sacred to them – their culture.  

GM contaminated soybeans in Argentina and Brazil proved very beneficial to large seed company, Monsanto.  Monsanto introduced its GM soybeans into South America via Argentina, where farmers traditionally save and exchange seeds.  There were no laws preventing farmers from saving their GM seed but there were legal provisions restricting farmers from exchanging saved seed of certain varieties, however still it remained a common practice, especially during the Argentinean currency crisis.  GM soy then spread to Brazil, where the GM crop was illegal.  Monsanto used the smuggling of GM soybeans to its advantage by working with the illegal GM soy producers to pressure their government to legalise the crop. Once the GM soy became legal in Brazil, the government offered an amnesty to farmers who registered their crops as GM soy. Monsanto  then worked with the soybean industry to force Brazilian farmers to pay them royalties - if farmers didn’t declare their soybeans as GM they had their soy crops tested, leaving them liable to thousands of dollars in fines and penalties if the tests proved positive, even if they unknowingly planted GM soybeans. 

In Conclusion

Food and agriculture have always been about exchange, experimentation and trade. Traditional agricultural systems have been developed on the principles of co-operation, integration and dialogue with nature.  Traditional farmers are the custodians of thousands of years of research and creation of an extraordinarily diverse agricultural base.  These peasants, fisherfolk, pastoralists and indigenous folk have fed the world since the beginning of civilisation.  If we are to achieve a world without hunger, a world where all have access to nutritious, locally produced food, these people need to take centre stage again.  The trend towards the accelerated concentration of power in the agricultural industry for only a few needs to be turned on its head before we lose our agricultural biodiversity, and our farmers become prisoners to large corporations.
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