Increasing demand for international conference to stop patents on seeds 

Brewers and farmers are supporting the petition 

The petition to hold an European conderence on patents gets increasing support. The goal is, to stop patents on conventionally bred plants and animals. Recent examples include patents on barley, bush melons, salad and tomatoes. Many of these patents also cover food, including beer. Now, the association The Free Brewers with members in Germany, Austria and Luxembourg started a campaign to support the petition. Already before, the European farmers umbrella organisation, COPA / COGECA declared its support for the petition. 

“From our perspective, these patents are an abuse in patent law, weakening plant variety protection and severely violating the freedom to operate of breweries. Therefore, in near future, we expect severe consequences for our whole sector of economy”,  Jürgen Keipp, head of The Free Brewers, explains. 

Already around 50 organisations from 14 countries are supporting the petition that also can be signed by individuals. For example, the tools for signing can be found on the websites of Arche Noah, Gene ethical Network, Umweltinstitut München, No Patents on Seeds! and now also the association of The Free Brewers. 

The petition is demanding that a ministerial conference of the contracting states of the EPO is held within one year, with the aim of taking effective measures to stop patents being granted on conventional plant and animal breeding. Patents on processes of crossing, selection or random mutagenesis, have to be stopped as well as extending the scope of patents granted on genetic engineering techniques to plants and animals derived from conventional breeding. 

“We want to preserve the independence of breeders, gardeners and farmers who breed, cultivate or reproduce conventional plants and animals. Access to biodiversity, which is needed for further breeding, must not be controlled, hindered or blocked by patents”, says xy from No Patents on Seeds! which started the petition. 

The problem is being exacerbated by 'new genetic engineering' techniques: tools such as CRISPR/Cas can also be used to imitate the results of conventional breeding. Many companies deliberately blur the line between genetic engineering and conventional breeding in their patent applications. If the patents are granted, they can also affect plants (or animals) from conventional breeding and with accidental genetic modifications. To ensure that the existing bans do not become ineffective, legally effective regulations are needed to limit the scope of the patents. Patent research shows that this is not just a theoretical problem: large corporations such as BASF, Bayer-Monsanto, DowDupont (Corteva) or even KWS try to exploit the existing legal loopholes as much as possible. 

“If patents are not clearly limited to genetic engineering methods that are actually used, this can have serious consequences for breeding, agriculture and consumers. They will become more and more dependent on large corporations that control access to the biological resources needed for further breeding”, says xyz.
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