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Historical Chance  

for Diversity 

In the end of February, the European Commission withdrew the 
proposed EU seeds regulation, thus clearing the way for a new 
orientation for seed-marketing policy. Should the EU Commission 
champion this change, civil society would provide strong support. 

 

By Iga Niżnik, ARCHE NOAH Seed Policy 
It could hardly be less spectacular. In its last assembly in end of 

February the EU-Commission withdrew 73 legislative initiatives. The EU 
Seed Marketing Regulation, which was among them, is now formally 
history. A sober press release – and that’s it. Withdrawing a proposal is 
tantamount to making an open acknowledgement of fault.  But it’s also 
new beginning. Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker apparently 
does not know much about seed marketing, but one thing is clear since 
the May 2014 EU parliamentary elections: now that radical parties are 
on the rise, critical voices are getting louder. Political initiatives like the 
EU Seed Regulation Policy are to blame for citizens turning their backs on 
a common European mindset. Jean-Claude Juncker would like to avoid 
this. 

 
This could signify two things for the European Seed Marketing 

Law; either everything stays the same, or the EU-Commission give itself a 
second chance. ARCHE NOAH would welcome a fresh, new beginning for 
the reform. Admittedly, we got used to living with the existing legal 
environment. Compared to other EU member states, agro-biodiversity in 
Austria is, relatively-speaking, not so bad off (keyword: relatively). 
Considering how many changes would be necessary in order to allow 
agro-biodiversity to freely develop, the need for reform is huge. 
 
Variety as mainstream 

Suppliers of plant genetic material or of seeds of varieties in 
need of conservation face an oppressive amount of bureaucracy. The 
fundamental idea behind the existing seed legislation is that rare 
varieties should be restricted to a limited usage: the amount of rare 
seeds that can be sold is constrained by rules dictating small quantities 
or small packaging or through a so-called “region of origin” rule. A 
forward-looking legislation must abandon this “niche” mentality. Variety 
must be allowed to become mainstream. A political turn in this direction 
would offer an alternative to the dominance of agri-business and would 
benefit agricultural biodiversity, especially in those countries which 
suffer strong limitations. The positive impact would reach beyond EU 
borders: the global South would suffer from less external pressure to 
enact repressive EU-inspired laws that criminalize traditional seeds.  

 
Biodiversity has a lot to win. If the EU-Commission finds the 

courage to change their policies, it could count on civil society’s active 
support. A new proposal is expected at the earliest in 2017. And it will be 
anything but unremarkable.  
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Yes, we can! 

Commentary by Christian Schrefel, 
Chairman of ARCHE NOAH 
 

“Together we have accomplished 

something that makes me proud: 
Not only have we prevented a 
terrible worsening of EU seed 
marketing policy, but we have also 
paved the way to making this policy 
much more ecological.  
Civil society has played a crucial 
role in this process. Public outrage 
has forced Brussel’s gates open for 
NGOs. This proves it: “Yes, we can!” 
Civil society engagement and 
influence can indeed bring 
politicians and authorities to 
reason. This is easier said than 
done: political opponents try to 
defame civic actors, portraying 
them as dilettantes. Expertise and 
credibility are necessary in order to 
counteract this denigration and 
make this issue relevant in the 
minds of decision-makers. Public 
support is equally important. Our 
petition co-launched with Global 
2000, “Freedom for Diversity”, has 
been supported by hundreds of 
thousands of people. It is however 
mistaken to believe that the world 
can be changed with a few mouse 
clicks. Politicians do not fear mouse 
clicks, but they do fear crowds 
taking to the streets. Hundreds of 
seed packages delivered by mail 
put more pressure on a relevant 
actor than do emails, however 
many they may be. Strengthened 
by these positive experiences, my 
wish is that we continue powerfully 
on this path towards an agro-
ecological turnaround for seed 
policy. 
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