
every gene counts

Safeguarding biodiversity, sharing benefits, feeding the world
In today’s world, the pressure is on to improve agricultural production by developing food crops that can 

adapt to environmental changes and meet the growing food demands of a constantly increasing population. 

the International treaty on Plant Genetic resources for Food and agriculture, an international agreement 

with the overall goal of supporting global food security, allows governments, farmers, research institutes and  

agro-industries to work together by pooling their genetic resources and sharing the benefits from their use 

– thus protecting and enhancing our food crops while giving fair recognition and benefits to local farmers who 

have nurtured these crops through the millennia.

 with this treaty, crops that produce our food – our breads, our curries, our tortillas, our 

couscous – are put into a common pool. the treaty facilitates access 

to those crops, makes them available free of charge to researchers 

who agree to share any future commercial benefits from their use 

in modern plant breeding or biotechnology. this recognition 

and this benefit sharing are designed to ensure equity and 

encourage farmers to continue conserving.



every gene counts

The information provided in this brochure is not meant as a substitute for professional legal advice.  Its main purpose is to introduce basic and general information about the Treaty and its SMTA. 

Mapping genetic diversity
EvEn Foods that havE bEEn Part oF a culturE For cEnturIEs often are indigenous to a region on the other side of the world. 
this global dispersal shows the generosity with which farmers and farming communities have always shared seeds and genetic materials with 
neighbors or through trade. as people ventured forth, looking for new lands, their seeds were part of their diasporas. as a result, we now live 
in a world in which not one country can be considered self sufficient in terms of being able to survive solely on crops indigenous within its 
borders. the treaty facilitates the continued open exchange of food crops and their genetic materials.

For More InForMATIon conTAcT: 
International Treaty on Plant Genetic resources for Food and Agriculture
Food and Agriculture organization of the United nations
Viale delle Terme di caracalla • 00153 rome • Italy

Tel: +39 0657053441  Fax: +39 0657053057 
e-mail: pgrfa-treaty@fao.org

www.planttreaty.org

tradItIonally, as Plants EvolvEd natu-
rally in their fields, farmers made seasonal se-
lections of which seeds to save and plant the 
next year, based on what worked best in their 
local environments. In the early nineteenth 
century, scientific advancement brought the 
ability to crossbreed with more predictably. to-
day, modern biotechnology goes even further by 
providing plant breeders avenues to bring use-
ful genes not only from other varieties but from 
other species into the mix. this means every 

crop variety has a potential use that extends far 
beyond a local farmer’s field. 
 that is why varieties of food crops are 
conserved in genebanks throughout the world. 
these can include collections of local seeds 
kept in small refrigeration units of research 
labs, national seed collections housed in gov-
ernment ministries or research centre collec-
tions that contain all known varieties of a crop 
from around the world. under the treaty, these 
collections of local, national and international 

gene banks that are included in the Multilat-
eral system contribute to a global public good 
created in the interest of global food security. 
this includes the vast collections of the con-
sultative Group for International agricultural 
research (cGIar), a consortium of 15 interna-
tional research centres. In addition, the Global 
crop diversity trust, an essential element of the 
treaty’s funding strategy, is committed to rais-
ing the funds that will endow the gene banks 
and ensure their continued viability.
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every gene counts
equity and food for all

The International Treaty 
on PlAnT GeneTIc reSoUrceS For Food And AGrIcUlTUre



Conservation
A global Treaty for global food security
In just the last century, more than three-fourths of all known food crops 
slipped into extinction. Irreversibly and irrecoverably lost. This means 
more than lost from landscapes and supermarket shelves. It means we 
have lost all of the unique attributes they had acquired over the millennia 
– their ability to survive hot summers or cold winters, to thrive in dry con-
ditions or in areas prone to flood, to withstand pests or resist disease. It 
also means that in the future, farmers and food producers will have fewer 
options to deal with problems caused by a changing and unpredictable 
climate and still feed a growing population.  
 For the past five decades, governments and research institutes have 
had the forethought to save seeds from farmers’ fields and from the wild 
and to conserve them in gene banks. These collections of plant genetic 
materials provide raw materials to scientists who are working to improve 
or adapt crops to meet specific food needs. 

The task of feeding the world looms larger in the future 
whEn huMans FIrst bEGan FarMInG, the population of the earth was 5 million. 
now, 5 million people are born every 10 days. with global population expected to 
increase by almost 50 percent in the next 40 years, the challenge is to find ways to 
improve food production on the same land without further harming the environment. 
this requires a concerted effort by scientists, farmers and plant breeders, not only 
to protect the crops we have now but to find ways to use them more efficiently. the 
treaty ensures information exchange and technology transfer for the improved utiliza-
tion of our food crops.  
 with the overall goal of food security, the treaty allows governments, genebanks 
and agricultural research centers to pool their genetic resources in an innovative man-
agement system that ensures full use of the material and fair sharing of the benefits 
resulting from such use, such as commercial benefits, sharing of scientific informa-
tion, technology transfer and free access to improved genetic material.
 all involved in drafting the International treaty on Plant Genetic resources for 
Food and agriculture recognized the solemn responsibility to move beyond individual 
interests and historical friction and develop an innovative solution to protect and 
share what remains of our crop genetic diversity. negotiations lasted more than seven 
years with the treaty finally adopted in 2001. within five years more than 100 coun-
tries had signed and the momentum has not stopped. 

commission on Plant Genetic resources for Food and Agriculture 
– established together with the International undertaking as the 
main international forum on plant genetic resources. 
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International Undertaking  – the first international agreement between 
developed countries’ need for access to plant genetic resources 
and developing countries’ desire for a more equitable share of the 
benefits. It provides a legally non-binding framework for ex situ 
collecting and conservation 19
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9850The disappearance of options
Over the millennia, humans have relied on 
more than 10,000 different plant species for 
food. Yet, today, we have barely 150 species 
under cultivation. Of those, only 12 species 
provide 80 percent of all of our food needs 
and just four of those – rice, wheat, maize and 
potatoes – provide more than half of our energy 
requirements. What has happened to the other 
9850? The answer is startling. If they have not 

been lost already, they are 
vulnerable. 

The evolution of a Treaty: a tool for food security
thE ProcEss that lEd to thE trEaty began in the 1970s as an effort to smooth 
tensions over access to plant genetic resources. on the one hand, most of the world’s 
agricultural diversity existed in developing countries, tropical and sub-tropical areas 
rich in biodiversity but poor in modern technology and financial resources. on the 
other hand, the demand for those genetic materials came from developed countries’ 
agro-industries and research institutions that had the technology to improve the 
resources as well as the legal means to take advantage of their improvements by 
claiming intellectual property rights over their innovations. 
 as nations ratify the treaty, they begin the process of setting up national com-
missions and committees to oversee implementation. this means ensuring con- 
formity of the country’s laws, regulations and procedures with its obligations under 
the treaty and providing guidance for including the relevant genetic resources in the 
treaty’s Multilateral system. 

Sustainable Use

Aims 
The overall aims of the Treaty are quite simple:
• recognize the enormous contribution of individual farmers to the diversity of 

crops that feed the world;
• establish a global system to provide farmers, plant breeders and scientists with 

no-cost, facilitated access to plant genetic materials; 
• ensure that users share any benefits they derive from genetic materials used in 

plant breeding or biotechnology with the regions where they originated. 

Standard Material Transfer 
Agreement
A standardized contract adopted 
by the Treaty’s governing body, the 
SMTA, facilitates the actual transfer 
of the materials under the Treaty. The 
SMTA sets out the obligations of the 
provider and recipient of the material, 
provides details of the benefit sharing 
mechanisms and administers the 
sharing of benefits. 

convention on Biological diversity – adopted at the rio Earth 
summit with the objectives of conservation, sustainable use and 
benefit sharing for biodiversity.   

Global Plan of Action for the conservation and Sustainable Utilization 
of Plant Genetic resources for Food and Agriculture – adopted.
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MUlTI-lATerAl SySTeM
the treaty’s truly innovative 
solution to access and benefit 
sharing, the Multilateral system, 
puts 64 of our most important 
crops – crops that together ac-
count for 80 percent of the food 
we derive from plants – into an 
easily accessible global pool of 
genetic resources that is freely 
available to potential users in 
the treaty’s ratifying nations for 
some uses. 

AcceSS And BeneFIT 
ShArInG
the treaty facilitates access to 
the genetic materials of the 64 
crops in the Multilateral system 
for research, breeding and train-
ing for food and agriculture. 
those who access the materials 
must be from the treaty’s ratify-
ing nations and they must agree 
to use the materials only for re-

search, breeding and training 
for food and agriculture. the 
treaty prevents the recipients of 
genetic resources from claiming 
intellectual property rights over 
those resources in the form in 
which they received them, and 
ensures that access to genetic 
resources already protected by 
international property rights is 
consistent with international 
and national laws.  
 those who access genetic 
materials through the Multilat-
eral system agree to share any 
benefits from their use through 
four benefit-sharing mecha-
nisms established by the treaty. 

FArMerS’ rIGhTS
the treaty recognizes the enor-
mous contribution farmers have 
made to the ongoing develop-
ment of the world’s wealth of 
plant genetic resources. It calls 

for protecting the traditional 
knowledge of these farmers, 
increasing their participation in 
national decision-making pro-
cesses and ensuring that they 
share in the benefits from the 
use of these resources. 

SUSTAInABle USe
Most of the world’s food comes 
from four main crops – rice, 
wheat, maize and potatoes. 
however, local crops, not among 
the main four, are a major food 
source for hundreds of millions 
of people and have potential to 
provide nutrition to countless 
others. the treaty helps maxi-
mize the use and breeding of 
all crops and promotes develop-
ment and maintenance of di-
verse farming systems.

Treaty provides innovative approaches to protect humanity’s  
longest tradition – agriculture
The articles of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic resources define an  
innovative management system that meets the specific needs of agriculture.  

Benefit-sharing mechanisms

Benefit-sharing

International Treaty on Plant Genetic resources for Food and 
Agriculture – adopted by the Fao conference as a legally binding 
outcome of the revision of the 1983 International undertaking.

International Treaty on Plant Genetic resources for Food and Agriculture 
– goes into force when the 40th country ratifies it.
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• exchange of information  
–  includes inventories, 
information on related 
technology and research 
results

• access to and transfer of 
technology – employed for 
the conservation and use of 
plant genetic resources

• capacity building – includes 
education, training, 
strengthening of facilities 
and scientific research on 
plant genetic resources in 
developing countries 

• sharing of any commercial 
benefits – recipients of 
genetic resources covered by 

the treaty pay  
an equitable  
share of commercial  
benefits whenever a  
product resulting from those 
resources is commercialized 
with restrictions for further 
research and breeding

Adding up the loss
In the USA, more than 90% of 
fruit tree and vegetable varieties 
found in farmers’ fields at the 
beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury are no longer there. 
 In the 1970s, Spain had 
almost 400 varieties of melons. 
Today, there are no more than 
10. China has lost 90% of 
the wheat varieties it had just 
60 years ago, Mexico has lost 
80% of its corn varieties, 
India has lost 90% of its rice 
varieties and in the Republic of 
Korea, only 26% of the crops 
cultivated in home gardens in 
1985 were still there in 1993. 


