
PERSPECTIVES ON BIODIVERSITY AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY 

Indigenous farmers show over 3;000 varieties of seeds at a regional Hseed 
fair" in the Andes. 

by Tirso Gonzales 

The northern countries have 
recently become concerned with 
losses in biodiversit)'· Among 

other things. this has included concern 
for the loss of native crop seed diversity. 
The main causes of this loss a.re external 
to Indigenous populations, who have 
always considered the seeds of native 
plants part of their survi""l strategy and 
diet. These plants. which are described 
by scholars in the North as "under· 
exploited tropical plants with promising 
economic value" or the "lost crops of the 
Incas," have through the growth of 
biotechnology industries been com·en· 
ed into a promising source of profi1s for 
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private industry in the North, if not for 
the fam1ers and Indigenous people of 
the ' Third World: 

Presently, Northern and Southern 
governments. U':lnsnational corpora· 
tions. and international developrnent 
and llnancial agencies link biodiversity 
in an almost natural way to biotechnol· 
ogy. and ignore the Indigenous peoples 
who inhabit the majority of the planet's 
regions richest in biodiversity. This 
absence of real interest in lndigenous 
peoples is consistent with the dominant 
practices of "'development"' and as well 
as lhose of conservation. 

Development Institutions and 
the Loss of Biodiversity 

Unfortunately, t11e Global Str:uegy 
for Biodiversity (G$8), one of the most 
inOucmial recem policy frameworks 
relating 10 conservation or biological 

"Development" 

Crop Diversity 

and Indigenous 

People in the 

Andes 

diversity. continues within the s..··nne 
modemizmionist vein. The GS6 \vas 
prepared by the World Resources 
lnstitme. the World Conservation 
Union. and the UN Environment 
Program in const~tation with the UN 
Food and AgricultUre O rganization. and 
included the work of more than 500 
individuals O\'tr three years. It was 
designed for adoption by scientists, 
politicians. and governmental and non
governmental organizations in both lhe 
Nonh and South. After three years of 
debate. only four of its 85 actions 
emphasize the role of Indigenous com· 
munities a.nd campcsinos in the protec· 
11on of biodiversity. 

Many international agricultural insti· 
tutions also continue in the same mod· 
cmizationist tendency. Two examples 
with panicular impact on Indigenous 
agriculture are the International Centers 
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for Corn and \\'heat in Mexico. and the 
Jntcmalional Center for PotalO Research 
in Pen1. The so-called Green Re\•olution , 
associated with 18 such nuemational 
centers of agricltltural research and 
backed by imemational de,·elopmem 
and Onance organizations like the \Vorld 
Bank, the IMF and US AID. promoted a 
fom1 of agriculture very different from 
that of Indigenous campcsinos. The 
"'re\'Oiution" W;)S designed to use high 
inputs or chemicals and heavy machin· 
ery. and offers little of substance to 
Indigenous farn>ers. To the contrary, it 
has tried to transfonn them into modem 
ramters. dependent not only on seeds 
but also knowledge, tools. money and 
food. The. green revolution is a principal 
cause of the loss of cultural and biologi
cal diversity in the countryside. 
Chemicals used in the "revolution .. ha\'e 
also COntributed tO contamination or air, 
water. soils :.tnd living things in general. 

Diversity in the Andes 
The Andes form a mountain chain 

that crosses territorie-s no\v known as 
Colombi~. Ecu~dor, Peru and Bolivia. 
The great diversity of Andean cultures 
developed close connections wilh the 
eanh, the Pachamama. and the rest or 
the living beings such as hills, water. 
animals. sun and moon. This regionS 
extraordinary abundance of crops. med
icinal plams. rnait lrees. animals and 
micro-organisms has eamed it designa
tion as a. global .. meg:Hiiversi\y'"' center. 
As several scholars have noted. this 
diversity in itself is not so notable as the 
manner in which it has occurred. The 
questions are: Why is there such high 
biological diversity in the Andes? Who 
creates. reproduces and cares for biodi· 
vcrshy? How is 1his done? \Vhy is it 
done? 

The answer to these questions is 
found in the imernction between the 
Quechuas, Aymams. Jibaros. 
Chichimccas, Chinantecos. Chontal. 
Aushiri, Quichua. Shuar. liuitotos. 
Chichas, dozens of other Indigenous 
peoples. and the namral environment. 

The culture or each and every one or 
these peoples-that is, the way they 
know things, their modes of being. and 
their modes or understanding the world 
MOUI'Id them-is shown in their rehuion 
to crops. plants and other li'ong beings. 

An Alternative Project 
For the last two years, the Asociacion 

Bartolome Aripaylla (ABA), one of more 
than 20 groups associated with the 
Lima-based NGO Andean Project for 
Campesino Technologies (PRATEC). has 
btcn working to revive traditional 
Andean techniques and crops in the 
Quechua comm\mity of Quispillacta, 
A)racucho. The community's territory 
includes over 20.000 hectares of which 
less than five percent have been brought 
under cultivation . Uke man}' Andean 
communities. Quispillacta is organized 
at three levels: the Ayllu. the neighbor
hood. and the community. Nuclear fam· 
ilies are brought together in the Ayllu 
and strengthened through collective 
work and ritual fiestas. The ABA is made 
up of community member$ who left to 
study in the city and fonncd an NGO 
there. This has converted them, as they 
thetnselves recognize. into "'visitors" in 
the community. They had stopped fann
ing their own plots for over thin.een 
years, and depended on the city. After 
rcnecting on this problem . the members 
of the ABA decided to return to the com
munity. "Correcting our errors. we tried 
to intensify our actions of strengthening 
the community. \Ve formed another 
group in the communhy. grew plants 
and worked in the fie lds like the other 
members of the Ayllus, and became pan 
of the agricultural cycle of the commu
nity.'" 

The ABA works in the collection and 
inventory of local and regional seeds. 
communal and group planting. 
exchange of experiences. infonnation 
:1nd seeds, and Andean pra.ctices for 
exchanging and maimaining seeds. 

Aher these two years of work and 
Sludy of genetic conscnrntion and ero· 
sion. the enormO\lS differences between 

the western and the Indigenous vision 
have become C\•idem. They have 
denominated these as "'the culture or 
hybrid seeds"' and the "culture of native 
seeds.· 

ABA held "Seed Fairs" in 1991 and 
1993. These fairs have 1>rovided incen
tives to cullivate tlative seeds of many 
varieties, in comra.c;t to agricultur7tl fairs 
organized by the Ministry of Agriculture 
which promote "improved seeds: 
Among the objectives of the II 
Exposition of Andean Seeds were: to 
show the potential of native seeds that 
are raised in Quipillacta, to e..xchange 
seeds and knowledge. to demonstr.ue 
the role of subsistence fanners and 
increase phytogenctic variety, to pro
mote and amplify the growth or diverse 
Andean seeds. and to show the. nutri· 
tiona! richness and the diversit)' of dish
es that can be made from Andean crops. 

Nearly half of the area's t\yllus partic
ipated in the second seed fair, presen,ing 
over 3.000 samples of twelve Andean 
crops. When crop diversity wns charted 
by region. it became evident that the 
greatest crop diversity was found in the 
Rio Papas watershed-especially in the 
areas of Pirhuamarca and 
Llaqtahuaran-whcre the development 
institutions have the least presence. This 
confinns-according to ABA-that crop 
diversity is greatly affected by projects 
that promote seed improvcmem. since 
they carry with them an established 
technological packet which tends tO dis
place the t'lative ecotypes and knowl
edge. 

Cases such as th" of the Asociacion 
Bartolome ;lripaylla sug,~est that the con
servation of seed diversity depends more 
than any~.hing on the conservation and 
strengthening of Andean cultures. Tnoe 
development in the Andes will never 
come. in the form of modernization. par· 
ticularly when this means--.s often stated 
in the past-the replacing of everything 
lndiar• with -modern," 'Western tech~ 

niques. Rather, Indigenous agriculture 
will pia}' a critical role in any authentic 
process of Andean development. 
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