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PRIVATIZATION IS NOT THE ANSWER

Debunking Common Myths about the “Need" for Privatized
Seed, Land, and Knowledge

Over the course of the 20th century, agriculture has come to operate more like any other industry. As part
of this process, the resources it depends on (such as seeds, land, and traditional knowledge and technology)
have been increasingly commodified and privatized.

Commodification refers to the conversion of various human and natural processes into things that can be
bought and sold. It means that a given resource is not only used as a means toward some other end, but
seen as existing solely for monetary purposes. While all human societies have utilized parts of their
environments to meet individual and social needs, it is primarily under capitalism that natural resources
have been commodified in this way.

Privatization refers to the process of securing individual and exclusive rights to those things over things that
were once public goods--like knowledge, seeds, land, food, and water. Advocates of privatization often claim
that private ownership improves resource efficiency and discourages overexploitation, but studies have
indicated that privately-owned resources are often more degraded than those that are governed collectively.
[1] Advocates also claim that private property rights incentivize people to innovate; however, innovation and
land improvements have long occurred, even without the recognition of private property rights.[2]

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, AGRA, and other Gates-funded institutions have contributed to the
commodification and privatization of agriculture in Africa in two main ways: 1) by promoting laws and
conventions that encode Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) protection in national laws (see Myths 1-3), and
2) by developing a Theory of Change that encourages a process of land consolidation among wealthier and
better resourced farmers (see Myth 4).
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WIVTH 1: “Intellectual Property Rights will stimulate
innovation and competition in the agricultural sector,
which will produce more and better quality seeds at

lower prices.”

Intellectual Property Rights privilege large corporations and
laboratories, while restricting and undermining long-standing in
situ crop development by farmers themselves.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) defines
intellectual property as “creations of the mind,”
such as technological inventions and artistic
productions.[4] The WTO's 1995 Agreement on
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPS) obligated all member countries to
implement and enforce Intellectual Property
Rights (IPRs), but provided some flexibility in the
types of sui generis systems that countries could
develop to meet these obligations. In addition to
protecting novel inventions or creative works,
however, corporations have pushed for IPRs to
apply to various other realms — inc|uding
patenting seeds and other forms of life — and
have allowed companies to profit from common

resources.

Through laws instituting IPRs, governments allow
inventors to apply for patents, trademarks, or
copyrights that prevent others from using their
inventions, except in exchange for payment. In
agriculture, patenting occurs through various
mechanisms, including plant breeders' rights,
trademarks, geographical indications and trade
secrets.[6] Only the company or institute that is
granted a patent for a plant variety can produce,
reproduce, sell, export or import that variety; if
anyone else wants to do so, it requires a license or
permit.

In theory, anyone with an interest in crop breeding
could apply for seed patents. But many of the
seed laws developed under dominant global
frameworks contain strict definitions of who counts
as a crop breeder, and the requirements for
applying for seed patents are extremely stringent

and often costly, with stipulations that only large
and well-funded laboratories are likely to be able
to meet. For example, in the US, applications for
patents under the Plant Variety Protection (PVP)
Act cost $5,150 and require a voucher sample of
3,000 untreated seeds that germinate at 85
percent or greater.”[8] The scale and
standardization required would likely be
challenging for a farmer or in situ crop breeder to
meet. Similarly, under plant varieties protection
laws passed around the world, breeders must meet
the requirement of genetic uniformity.[9] To verify
this, a breeder must be able to examine genetic
regulators (genes that control how other genes

behave).

financed (often foreign) corporations and

As a result, seed laws enable better-

scientists to patent seeds. Moreover, plant variety
protection laws’ criteria, such as uniformity and
stability, actively undermine genetic diversity in

agriculture.

Rather than encouraging free competition and
lower prices to farmers, the process lends itself to
monopolization, allowing large seed companies to
gain more market share and charge higher prices.
Already, four seed corporations control over half
of the global seed market. Plant varieties
protection laws in African countries will only
exacerbate this trend, as large seed and
agrochemical corporations are increasingly able to
penetrate African markets.

While AGRA, AATF, and others claim to be
helping small African seed companies thrive, at
least some of these companies are linked to much
larger corporations. For example, the largest seed
company operating on the continent, SeedCo Ltd,
was one of the beneficiaries of AGRA’s Program

for Africa’s Seed Systems (PASS), which operated



from 2006 to 2016. SeedCo is partially owned by the French multinational seed company Limagrain — one
of the five largest seed companies in the world as of 2020 — which bought a 28 percent share in the
company in 2014.[13]

Even companies that remain locally- or nationally-owned have experienced consolidation. In Burkina Faso,
the seed company Neema Agricole du Faso S.A. (NAFASO) has benefited from AGRA support, such that 90
percent of commercial rice seed is now produced and marketed by the company.[14] This would suggest that
far from creating vibrant, competitive formal seed markets, AGRA support has helped to create monopolies
at the national level.

In addition, some of the local seed companies and seed dealers that benefited from PASS use contract
farming and outgrower schemes[15], which means that the resulting crops don't fully belong to the farmer
but to the company or dealer. While in some cases contract farming can be beneficial, it essentially reduces
farming to assembly line production and often exposes farmers to considerable environmental and financial
risks (as, for example, when crops fail due to low rainfall).

Seed Industry Structure
1996 - 2018
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It's also not true that people only innovate with the guarantee of private profits. The seeds in existence
today have been domesticated, improved upon, and selected over many generations — not because of
private property protections but because of human inventiveness and responsiveness to community and
individual needs. Seed commercialization laws do not promote innovation in general, but instead protect and
enable certain kinds of innovators — those corporations, labs, companies, and scientists whose on|y
motivation is profit. As some scholars have pointed out, a restrictive definition of innovation (as limited to
“modern,” market-based technologies developed in the Global North) parallels colonial racial ideologies that
centered a Eurocentric, productivist vision of “improvement,” which was used as a justification for usurping
land and resources.[16] The role of racial capitalism is further reflected in the fact that most institutions that


https://civileats.com/2019/01/11/the-sobering-details-behind-the-latest-seed-monopoly-chart/

hold patents for novel crop varieties (and can therefore accrue profits for their sale) are based in the
Global North, while most crop biodiversity is located in the Global South, where it has been maintained and

developed fhrough millennia of innovation by farmers.[17]

Crop domestication centers around the world. Source: Crop Trust, How Much Do Countries Benefit From One Another’s Crop Diversity? (2016)

Over many years of prioritizing “modern” cultivars developed in labs, the world — especially the Global
South — has lost numerous plant species that were central to people’s lifeways and part of our common
global heritage. Proponents of industrial agriculture and commercialized seed argue that crop diversity has
in fact increased as a result of scientific advances in crop breeding, while critics have demonstrated
decreases. Although one study suggests that there has not been a significant decrease in overall crop
diversity as a result of seed commercialization[18], others estimate that 75 to 93 percent of traditional
landraces[19] of crops disappeared over the course of the 20th century.[20] The plant varieties that have
gone extinct were, by and large, developed over many generations and held in common as a part of cultural
heritages. By contrast, the new varieties developed over the 20th century have been created by scientists in
a handful of institutions—as such, there are critical issues of ownership, patent protection, and cultural
meaning (or lack thereof). And while modern crop breeding may increase intraspecies diversity (i.e. distinct
cultivars of one species), it focuses on a handful of key commercial crops, reducing interspecies diversity and
neglecting other culturally important and ecologically well-adapted crops.


https://www.croptrust.org/news-events/news/how-much-do-countries-benefit-from-one-anothers-crop-diversity/

“The International Convention on the Protection of
New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) Is the only option available
to African countries needing to pass laws on IPRS.”

As a condition of WTO membership, African countries are
required to implement some kind of intellectual property rights
(IPRs) protections. However, there are different proposed
models for how to do this. Among them are two competing and
opposing frameworks: the 1991 International Convention on the
Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOYV), and the
African Model Legislation for the Protection of the Rights of
Local Communities, Farmers, and Breeders, and for the
Regulation of Access to Biological Resources (also known as the
African Model Law). However,

UPQV is both an international agreement and an
organization that seeks to delineate and protect
intellectual property rights over new crop varieties
developed by crop breeders. Initially created in
1961, the agreement was revised numerous times —
most notably in 1991 (this iteration of the
agreement is often referred to as UPOV 91 and
paved the way for seed privatization). Countries
that have signed on to UPOV are expected to
pass plant varieties protection (PVP) laws, which
are designed to promote the development of new
seed varieties by allowing the patent holder to
determine who may have licenses to sell that
particular variety of seed. UPOV initially faced
widespread rejection by communities,
organizations, agricultural entrepreneurs, and
countries, because of how the convention converts
public, communal, and culturally-significant plant
resources into private property. By 1968, only 5
countries had ratified the convention, and at the
time of the last revision in 1991, only 20 countries
were members. Since this time, countries in the
Global North have persuaded non-industrialized
countries to ratify UPOV by including it in

bilateral or regional trade agreements. As a result,

76 countries and 1 organization (the Africa
Regional Intellectual Property Organization,

ARIPO) have ratified the convention. In July 2015,
ARIPO adopted the Arusha Protocol for the
Protection of New Varieties of Plants, creating a
regional framework for plant variety protection
(PVP) that is in partial compliance with UPOV. As
a result, many individual countries that are part of
ARIPO are in the process of instituting laws that
comply fully with UPOV. UPQV strongly prioritizes
the rights of professional breeders over farmers
practicing in situ crop breeding.

I Members of UPOV (78) (covering 97 States)

I Initiating States (19) and Organization (1)

|:| States (22) and Organization (1) in contact with the UPOV Office
Countries with membership in UPOV, as of November 3, 2021. Source:
UPOV, (2021)

By contrast, the African Model Law was approved
by the Organization for African Unity (now the


https://www.upov.int/members/en/status_in_relation_to_upov.html

African Union) in 2000. The African Model Law met TRIPS requirements while also protecting farmers’
rights. It rejected plant patents and the wholesale adoption of UPOV.[23] Yet the African Model Law has
not been adopted by any African country.

The Gates Foundation has actively funded programs that push for UPOV-compliant seed laws and policy
interventions, both through Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) and through other grants.
AGRA has been extremely influential in getting national-level plant varieties protection laws passed. AGRA
and other proponents of these laws refer to this as “harmonization,” and AGRA has directly lobbied

for seed laws to be passed, as well as funding other grantees who do this work. From 2015 to 2018, AGRA
invested in promoting seed law harmonization in Burkina Faso.[24] And from September 2018 to November
2019, AGRA invested US $235,470 in Nigeria's National Agricultural Seed Council for the development of
plant variety protection laws in line with the interests of major plant breeders and UPOV.[25] The influence
of AGRA and other corporate and intergovernmental actors is also clear at the regional level. For example,
as a result of the involvement of these actors, the African Union recently passed restrictive, pro-industry
seed policy frameworks that undermine civil society and farmer-managed seed systems, which supply the

majority of seeds on the continent.[26]

Ghanaian protests against restrictive UPOV-compliant seed laws in Nnimmo Bassey of HOMEF, an environmental organization that led the

2014. Source: La Via Campesina, Seed laws that criminalise farmers: Nigerian protests against UPOV membership. Source: Prime Business

resistance and fightback (2015) Africa, HOMEF Drags FG To Court Over Plant Variety Protection Law
(2021)

A number of movements have sprung up across the globe to resist UPOV-compliant PVP bills and other
laws eroding farmers’ food sovereignty. In Ghana in 2014, civil society and farmer organizations expressed
serious concerns about the government’s adoption of a bill based on UPOV 1991 and the intention to join the
convention without public consultation. The bill was contested for undermining farmers’ rights and enabling
the entry of GMOs.[27] In Nigeria in 2021, hundreds of farmer groups, civil society organizations, and
women protested against the new plant varieties protection bill that would bring the country in compliance
with UPOV[28] (Nigeria ultimately upheld the law and was admitted to UPOV in August 2021).[29]
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“Seed laws and regulations will help farmers
ensure access to high-quality seeds.”

The seed laws currently being passed
. In fact, they heavily restrict farmers’ practices and
negatively impact the informal seed sector, which is highly

efficient and culturally important.

In some cases, national PVP laws make it illegal
for farmers to save or exchange saved seeds of
patented varieties. While some national laws
offer nominal protections for what is referred to
as “farmers’ privilege” (i.e. the continued ability of
farmers to replant seeds on their own land), there
are various definitional ways that farmers’ rights,
cultural practices, and generational and
Indigenous knowledge are hindered. For instance,
many countries’ seed laws do not define marketing
or selling as restricted to monetary transactions
alone, but also include bartering or free exchange.
South Africa’s Plant Breeders Rights’
Amendment Act of 1996 suggests that farmers are
exempted from plant breeders’ rights protections
only insofar as they are using the varieties only on
land occupied by them and do not share said
varieties for “propagation by any person other
But South Africa’s updated
2018 Plants Breeders Rights Act defines “selling” a
plant variety as not only limited to monetary

than that farmer.”

transactions but also “to exchange or to otherwise
dispose of to any person in any manner’--which
means that restrictions against selling seeds for
which one does not hold a license could also be
enforced against those giving away seeds. As such,
these regulations may mean that traditional
practices of exchanging and saving seeds could be
interpreted as infringing on plant breeders’ rights.

Additionally, the 2018 act suggests that
subsequent decisions by government ministers can
determine the size and type of farmers who can
benefit from “farmers’ privilege,” the crops these
exceptions do or do not apply to, and the uses to
which these seeds may be put.

PVP laws in other countries, including Nigeria and
Ghanaq, include similar exemptions for farmers to
use protected seed varieties for “personal use on
their own holdings,” so long as it is for private and

“non-commercial” ends. This provision, common

many PVP and plant breeders' rights (PBR) laws,
is further clarified by UPOV:

The propagation of a variety by a farmer
exclusively for the production of a food crop
to be consumed entirely by that farmer and
the dependents of the farmer living on that
holding, may be considered to fall within the
meaning of acts done privately and for non-

commercial purposes. Therefore, activities,
including for example “subsistence farming”,

where these constitute acts done privately and
for non-commercial purposes, may be
considered to be excluded from the scope of
the breeder’s right, and farmers who conduct
these kinds of activities freely benefit from
the availability of protected new varieties.”

“UPOYV Contracting Parties have the flexibility
to consider, where the legitimate interests of
the breeders are not significantly affected, in
the occasional case of propagating material

of protected varieties, allowing subsistence
farmers to exchange this against other vital
goods within the local community.”

The problem with these formulations, however, is
that very few farmers meet these strict, narrow
definitions of subsistence farming, often selling at
least a small portion of their harvest. It is thus
unclear and vague under what conditions small-
scale farmers’ saving, replanting, and sharing of
seeds are exempted from plant breeders’ rights

|GWS.

Furthermore, protecting plant breeders’ rights over
and above farmers’ rights often ends up
privileging outside firms. Around 60 percent of
those institutions or individuals who held plant
breeders’ rights in South Africa as of 2011 were



foreigners based in Europe and North America.[39] At the same time, it has proven nearly impossible to
reconcile UPOV-compliant laws with other international treaties guaranteeing access and benefit-sharing
(ABS).[40] The traditional landraces that serve as the parent material for new varieties often do not meet
criteria for distinctness, uniformity, and stability; as such, there are no provisions or mechanisms in many
plant varieties protection laws and plant breeders’ rights laws for benefit-sharing or recognition of
traditional or Indigenous knowledge and crop breeding.[41]

Corporations and institutions are also able to profit from as-yet unpatented African seeds, which have been
domesticated collectively over many generations. At the same time, these corporations use collaborations
with public research institutions to help them access germplasm and develop a favorable policy environment
for the commodification and privatization of seeds.

How does this work?

Crop breeding initiatives (including those that employ biotechnology) do not create seeds from out of
nowhere — they require parent material. Most commonly, they get this parent material through seed banks,
many of which are housed in CGIAR centers around the world. These seed banks include large amounts of
diverse donated seeds, and historically have been free and accessible to all, based on the idea that they are
part of the common heritage of mankind.

ICARDA
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Locations of CGIAR centers around the world. Source: CIAT, CGIAR Around the World

Researchers, companies, and institutions then manipulate this parent material in order to produce novel
varieties of seed. Then, they patent the novel varieties of seed, and are able to generate private profits from
selling it and licensing its production. This is a form of what has been referred to as biopiracy —the theft of
public seed and biological resources for the benefit of private companies. Biopiracy can happen in a variety
of ways: researchers could use Indigenous knowledge of a plant’s medicinal qualities to then extract a
compound that can then be used to synthesize, mass produce, and sell a pharmaceutical product, or a
company could use a naturally-occurring or domesticated plant with particular fungicidal properties to
create commercial fungicides (as happened when the US Department of Agriculture and multinational
corporation W. R. Grace attempted to patent a plant treatment made from the extract of seeds of the neem
tree).[42]

As an example of how this has worked in reference to seed banks, in 2009 the International Center for
Agricultural Research in Dry Areas (ICARDA), a CGIAR center, entered into a 3-year research agreement


https://ciat.cgiar.org/ar18/cgiar/

with Impulsora Agricola, a Mexican firm that acts
as an agent for three breweries, one of which was
acquired in 2010 by Heineken and the other two
of which are companies owned by Grupo Modelo,
itself partially owned by the massive Anheuser-

Busch.

exclusive private control over the barley lines

The international seed bank allowed

required to develop new varieties and “elite
germplasm” adapted to Mexico, for the benefit of
beer production; this meant if requested by the
company, distribution of the barley lines of
interest would be withheld from any other party in
Mexico. Rather than offering any concrete benefit
sharing agreement that would redistribute any
future profits from the new variety, the agreement
vaguely suggested that any improved progeny
would eventually be shared with farmers through

an “international public goods spill-over.”

As another example, in 2014 the CGIAR Research
Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and
Food Security (CCAFS), International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), and Bioversity
International attempted to “crowd-source” farmers’
knowledge of stress-tolerant and climate-adapted
crop varieties, via a public online survey. This
survey encouraged agricultural researchers,
farmers, and people working with farming
communities to provide detailed information about
hardy crop species that would enable the group to
“prioritize crops for climate change adaptation
research and strengthen market links of stress-
resistant crops.” Yet the survey contained no
mention of acknowledgement or benefit-sharing,
were any of this information to result in successful
climate-resilient cultivars being developed and
commercialized.

Legally, corporations and institutions are
obligated to follow access and benefit sharing
agreements, as mandated by the Convention on
Biological Diversity and the International Treaty
for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture, which would redistribute some of this
profit back to the farmers who originally bred the
parent seeds. In the case of many new varieties
bred from germplasm donated to CGIAR seed
banks, no benefit sharing has occurred.
Increasingly, these crop breeders have been
granted exemptions to ABS agreements.

In addition, many of these public seed banks and
the CGIAR as a whole have been increasingly

Diagram showing how access and benefit sharing works. Source:

privatized, |c1rge|y as a result of Gates Foundation
funding since 2007. By 2010, the CGIAR system
had structurally transformed to reflect a focus
more on economic returns and cost-benefit
analysis than on its original purpose as a public
and social good. The function of the board of
directors, for example, was converted from an
advisory role serving scientists and crop breeders,
into the central decision-making body, made up of
members handpicked by the Gates Foundation —
including Marco Ferroni, CEO of the Syngenta
Foundation. Additionally, a restructuring of
voting power granted more votes to Europe (which
has seven votes, compared to only one each for
the entire regions of Pacific Asia, South Asia, West
Asia, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa),
and granted a full vote to only one non-
governmental entity: the Gates Foundation. This
means that the weight of the Gates Foundation’s
vote is equal to that of the entire region of Sub-
Saharan Africa.

£248.30M | |
$108.17M
£93.56M
547.51M
£32.13M
F17.63M
$15.39M
513.60M
£11.30M
511,130
59.9dM
$8.07M

Top funders of CGIAR programs in 2021. Source:
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MYTH 4: “It AGRA succeeds in its goal of making African
agriculture operate more like a business, this will allow
for economic growth and diversification at the local and
national levels.”

AGRA’s model of agricultural transformation is predicated on a
large number of people leaving farming, increasing the
commodification and consolidation of land in the hands of
larger and wealthier firms. This is based on a flawed set of
assumptions and Eurocentric experiences of economic change.

Numerous studies have found that AGRA and other Green Revolution programs in Africa mostly benefit
large-scale commercial farmers for whom industry-produced inputs (like seeds and chemical fertilizers) and
mechanization are cost-effective and who have stronger connections to markets through contract buyers.[49]
Although AGRA claims to be helping small-scale farmers, their model of agricultural transformation both

acknowledges and advocates for these inequalities among farmers. In their 2020 Annual Report, they state:

“Our vision is an agriculture transformation that fundamentally changes how food is
produced.”[50]

Illustrating their perspective of agricultural transformation, they include a diagram from C. Peter Timmer's A
World without Agriculture, which postulates an evolution from subsistence farming, to higher productivity
enabling a surplus, to the emergence of a non-agricultural section, to the growth of that sector in ways that
lead to a shift in labor, to a fu||y infegrofed and urbanized rural economy.[5]] In embracing this model,
AGRA makes clear that its leadership knows and assumes that many millions of people will have to abandon

agriculture, enabling land consolidation and increased productivity by commercial farmers.

Our 2030 vision is to move more countries up the ladder, including more countries moving from subsistence

Model: C.P. Timmer

CP Timmer's model of agricultural transformation (Source: AGRA Annual Report, 2020)
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And in the early 2000s, the Gates Foundation
apparently also expressly advocated for this
eviction trajectory, referring to it euphemistically
as ‘land mobility.”

Inspired by modernization theory, this model
reflects the "Lewis path.” The Lewis path suggests
that increasing agricultural productivity “frees up"
surplus labor for industry. This process leads to
industry-led economic growth, while also enabling
revenues from agriculture to more closely
approximate those in other sectors. When AGRA
models "agricultural transformation” on the Lewis
path, they assume that the urban industrial
workforce will absorb displaced farmers, while
larger farms will be able to more efficiently and

cheaply produce food to sustain growing cities.

Farmer in Kolkata, India. Source: Rupak de Chowdhuri/Reuters

reprinted in ).

In fact, while cast as a general and universal
model, the “Lewis path” has only been observed in
industrialized countries of the Global North, where
historical conditions produced by colonization,
early capitalism, and emigration to other
continents all played a role in agriculture and
industry having the relationship they do today. In
much of the rest of the world, the trend is the
opposite: increasing numbers of farmers, who are
poorer relative to other workers and other farmers
AGRA's modeling of its

theory of agricultural transformation on the"Lewis

elsewhere in the world.

path” thus misapplies the historically- and
geographically-specific experience of
industrialization in Europe and the US (see our
for numerous critiques of
this model) to contemporary African contexts.
Moreover, estimates suggest that it would take an
unprecedented and unrealizable 15 percent
economic growth rate, sustained continuously for
over 50 years, to absorb the rural exodus
anticipated to be caused by the AGRA model.

AGRA claims that it is working toward agricultural
intensification — growing more on the same
amount of land. However, studies indicate that
marginal increases in yield under AGRA programs
are actually due to extensification — growing
more by expanding the acreage of farms (often
This is
dangerous ecologically (because of the impacts of

through land and forest clearance).

newly cleared forests on carbon emissions and
sequestration, as well as on biodiversity loss) and
socially (because of the impacts of consolidating
existing farmland).

Green Revolution models of agriculture on the
African continent go hand in hand with attempts
by the World Bank and other economic institutions
to privatize land through individual titling and the
creation of formal land markets. This is a form of
commodification and enclosure, which imposes
exclusive ownership over common resources and
allows certain individuals to buy and sell land. This
also goes against many existing customary land
tenure systems and ideologies, in Africa and
elsewhere.

Proponents of privatization suggest that it
encourages investment, innovation, and
competition. This is based on the assumption that
people will only be incentivized to create new
ideas or inventions under conditions where their
ability to profit is ensured. This is untrue. For
millennia, people have innovated and improved
agricultural systems, domesticated and developed
new crop varieties, and managed land and
resources held as part of the commons, without

being guided primarily by a profit motive.

But privatization and commodification do enable
powerful institutions and individuals to further
consolidate their control over all aspects of the
food system (and life more generally), from
production through to consumption. Laws passed
to protect private property rights over land, seed,
and knowledge do not benefit farmers or
consumers, but instead allow resources and wealth
to be extracted from the Global South, and used
to further enrich institutions in the Global North.

This pattern tends toward monopolization,
standardization, and uniformity. At the present
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time, a small number of companies control the vast majority of the world’s commercialized seeds; at the
same time, of the tens of thousands of known edible plant species on earth, g|obq||y we rely on only three —
maize, wheat, and rice — for over 60 percent of our caloric intake from p|anfs.[56]
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Diversification of agricultural commodities, based on an Agricultural Commodity Diversification Index (ACDI) for major crops. Areas in teal specialize in a
very small number of crops, while areas in red demonstrate a higher degree of diversification. For example, some parts of Africa grow and consume a

range of products, including millet, maize, sorghum, cassava, rice, plantains, groundnuts, and pulses Source: Billie Leff, Navin Ramankutty, and Jonathan A.

Foley, Geographic distribution of major crops around the world (2004)

Yet we require and thrive on diversity: from the genetic level, to the level of human societies, to ecosystems
as a whole. Diversity is what enables experimentation, resilience, and adaptation to new conditions. There
are many people and places who maintain diversity, even in the face of pressures toward uniformity. Most
seeds in Africa are exchanged through informal seed networks, rather than through commercial ones. Most
food in Africa (and in the Global South more generally) is produced by millions of small-scale farmers,
including women. And many locally- and regionally-important crop species abound, which ensure nutrition
and food security but are overlooked by international markets. Privatization allows the powerful to access,
usurp, and co-opt these systems, and bring them into greater conformity with models of standardization,
efficiency, and productivity developed in the Global North. This doesn’t only reduce agricu|’rura| biodiversity
— it reduces cultural and economic diversity as well.
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