
Patrick Mulvany | Let’s Liberate Diversity 5, Graz | Patents and Alternatives | 26 Mar 2010 | 1

Patents and Alternatives 
Sowing the Future – Harvesting Diversity! 

5th Meeting of the European Seed Network 
'Let's liberate diversity!' 

Volkshaus, Graz, Austria, 25-27 March 2010 

Patrick Mulvany, Practical Action & UK Food Group 
patrickmulvany@clara.co.uk



Patrick Mulvany | Let’s Liberate Diversity 5, Graz | Patents and Alternatives | 26 Mar 2010 | 2

Seeds 
Heritage of 
the People… 

…for Humanity 

…Threatened by 
Monopoly 
Privileges 
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- International Seed 
Treaty (IT PGRFA) 

- Farmers’ Rights 

- Access and Benefit 
Sharing 

- Unequal power 

- Indian Farmers’ 
Rights legislation 

- European EPAs
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Global Food 
System 

Who Eats, 

Who Decides? 

Who Profits?
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CORPORATE CONTROL 
SEED MARKET 

Top 10 Corporations control 67% commercial seed market
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EPO Patents on Conventional Seeds 
www.no-patents-on-seeds.org/images/documents/report_future_of_seed_en.pdf
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Comparison prices of seeds and 
yield, United States, from 1975 - 2007 

www.no-patents-on-seeds.org/images/documents/report_future_of_seed_en.pdf
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TNC Control 
through:

• Patents

• IPRs

• Seed Laws

• Contracts

• Technologies
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Conserves and 
regenerates 
natural 
resources

Diversifies 
production 
systems – 

resilience to 
Climate Change

Sustain 
Agroecosystem 
Functions and 
Agricultural 
Biodiversity

Improves 
food security  
and food 
sovereignty

Improvess 
livelihood 
security and 
local markets

Develops 
culturally 
appropriate 
technology

Improves 
gender 
equity

Strengthens 
institutional 
capacity

SOCIAL ECONOMIC

ENVIRON-
MENTAL

Low Carbon, Biodiverse, Resilient 
Ecological Food Provision
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Low Carbon, Biodiverse, Resilient 
Ecological Food Provision includes: 

CROPPING
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Low Carbon, Biodiverse, Resilient 
Ecological Food Provision includes: 

LIVESTOCK RAISING
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Low Carbon, Biodiverse, Resilient 
Ecological Food Provision includes: 

AQUATIC RESOURCE USE
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Low Carbon, Biodiverse, Resilient 
Ecological Food Provision includes: 

ARTISANAL FISHING



Raising Productivity through 
Ecological Food Provision Methods

A

B

CFood Provision 
per unit Land / Water

B = current 
productivity levels

A = industrial, 
simplified, 

high external 
input production

(Agro)ecological, 
diverse, 
low external 
input production

C =

X
Low-----------------------DIVERSITY / RESILIENCE ---------------------- High
High-----------------------------------CARBON COST-----------------------------Low
High------------------------CORPORATE CONTROL---------------------Low
Low--------------------------FOOD SOVEREIGNTY--------------------High
Low--------------------PEOPLE/LOCAL KNOWLEDGE----------------High

IAASTD finds need to increase and strengthen AKST towards agroecological sciences to 
address environmental and productivity issues (IAATSD) Finding # 7. See www.iaastd.net

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“An increase and strengthening of AKST towards agroecological sciences will contribute to addressing environmental issues while maintaining and increasing productivity. Formal, traditional and community-based AKST [Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology] need to respond to increasing pressures on natural resources, such as reduced availability and worsening quality of water, degraded soils and landscapes, loss of biodiversity and agroecosystem function, degradation and loss of forest cover and degraded marine and inshore fisheries. Agricultural strategies will also need to include limiting emission of greenhouse gases and adapting to human-induced climate change and increased variability”. (IAASTD Finding #7)
Point B represents current productivity levels of food per unit land and/or water.
Point A represents increases in production that use more carbon and high inputs and result in the simplification of production systems, reducing diversity and resilience. These systems depend on commercial and proprietary industrial technologies (including GM seeds and livestock, pesticides and fertilizers) that are patentable and are controlled by agribusiness corporations.
Point C represents increases in production and productivity per unit area and/or per unit of water that, at especially smaller scales, can be higher than those achieved by the high input, carbon intensive practices represented by point A.
The technologies used to achieve Point C incorporate more diversity in more complex and resilient agroecological systems that can have lower, zero or negative carbon costs and use non-appropriable technologies – those technologies that cannot be privatized and which provide maximum benefit to local food providers, who develop and use the technologies, and support the realization of food sovereignty. These technologies require more people for their implementation – should not be an insurmountable problem in the medium term in a world with a significantly increasing population.
There is a need to invest more in implementing known AKST and the necessary institutional arrangements that will assist with the move from point B to point C, building on the findings of IAASTD. There is a further urgent challenge to prevent the commodification and corporate control over people’s collective rights to the commons that are needed for the realization of productivity at Point C.
The significant scientific challenge is not the simplification of systems but how to move from point A to point C, the conversion of degraded simplified production systems to diverse, agroecological, resilient, low carbon systems. And to achieve this without losing productivity in the process as represented by the dotted line marked with an X. This shows how productivity could even fall to levels below the unchanged production system represented by point B, if external inputs are suddenly removed, and it will take time before beginning to recover and build productivity again.
However, dominant R&D funding is not for open access agroecological research (i.e. from point B to point C) but increased funding for research and production systems using proprietary fertilizer and pesticide inputs and (mainly protected) plant and animal breeding (i.e. from point B to point A). 
The political challenge is therefore whether to allow or support ‘business as usual’ - the move towards or maintaining productivity at point A - or heavily regulate such developments and production systems in favour of supporting radical changes in research, development and production priorities towards more ecological, resilient and local food provision systems, (point C) as found necessary by IAASTD. A danger is the commodification of these commons and the erosion on the collective rights that govern their use.
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Securing Future Food 
UK Food Group publications 

www.ukfg.org.uk
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Thank You 
Further info: 

www.ukfg.org.uk 

etcgroup.org 

ukabc.org 

practicalaction.org 

foodsovereignty.org 

Patrick Mulvany 

patrickmulvany@clara.co.uk
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