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Corporate capture of agricultural biodiversity
threatens the future we want
BY LIM LI CHING, THIRD WORLD NET WORK (T WN)

Agricultural biodiversity is the

Syngenta; and Bayer and Mon-

The consolidation also means

basis of the agriculture we need;

santo. Should these mergers be

that the companies will be well

one that is able to sustainably in-

approved, an oligopoly will end

positioned to access massive

crease production, nourish people

up controlling the world’s food

banks of genetic data. Efforts such

through diverse diets and be re-

systems.

as DivSeek, a large international

silient to environmental stresses.

digital gene-banking project, will

It is clear that the conventional,

The combined power and in-

facilitate the corporate control

industrial model of agriculture is

fluence of these corporations is

and capture of agricultural bio-

failing on many counts.1 The need

bigger than their market share;

diversity. DivSeek plans to link

for a paradigm shift to biodiversi-

a variety of inter-firm agree-

and facilitate analysis of databas-

ty-based farming practices such as

ments such as cross-licensing and

es that will host the genomes of

agroecology is increasingly urgent,

research and development (R&D)

hundreds of thousands crop seeds

particularly in the light of climate

alliances are actually forms of

as well as seeds of crop wild rel-

change.2

collusion and cartel behaviour,

atives, along with characteristic

creating barriers to entry and

information about them.

Nonetheless, such a transition will

reinforcing their top-tier market

be stymied if concentration in the

power.

seed and pesticides sectors contin-

Records released under Freedom
of Information laws have revealed

ues. Already, the Big Six mega-seed

This concentration would further

a DivSeek steering committee’s

and chemical corporations (BASF,

squeeze global food systems,

interest in a Syngenta-proposed

Bayer, Dow, DuPont, Monsanto and

locking them onto a narrow tech-

funding scheme to sell access

Syngenta) control 75 percent of

nological path, characterized by

to genetic data and apparent

the global agrochemical market,

ongoing dependence on proprie-

acquiescence to the company’s

63 percent of the commercial seed

tary seed, including genetically

demands on patenting of plant

market and over 75 percent of pri-

engineered seed and agrochemi-

genes, sequences and traits, 5

vate sector research and develop-

cal inputs.4 The concentration of

while a DivSeek founder has

ment (R&D) in seeds/pesticides (see

power in food systems reinforces

offered early access to genetic

box on agribusiness mega-mergers

other lock-ins that result in less

sequences and patent rights to

in Chapter 2).3

diversity in the crops grown, due

valuable climate change genes to

to the tendency towards stand-

DuPont and Syngenta.6 Proprie-

Currently, regulators around the

ardized, input-intensive crop

tary control via patents would be

world are evaluating three mega

varieties, to the detriment of tra-

the ultimate corporate capture of

agri-mergers: Dow Chemical and

ditional varieties and agricultural

agricultural biodiversity that is

DuPont; China National Chemical

biodiversity.

meant to be held in trust.
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Corporation (ChemChina) and

1

IAASTD (2009) and UNCTAD (2013).

2

IPES-Food (2016) and Altieri et al. (2015).

3

ETC Group (2015).

5
4 African Centre for Biodiversity (2017).

Hammond (2016a).

6 Hammond (2016b).
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The mega-seed industry’s agenda
includes collaborating with DivSeek to advance a goal of evading
benefit-sharing requirements
when it accesses genetic resources
electronically. The use of synthetic
biology technologies, such as gene
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