25.12.2021

Saturday

What is the significance of the Biological Diversity
Amendment Bill and why did it face opposition?






By referring the Bill to amend the Biological Diversity Act of 2002 to a
parliamentary
committee, the
national
government has
temporarily put to
rest
the
opposition
and
the controversy
regarding
the
proposed
amendment.
The Bill raised
concerns since it
gave exemptions
to the Indian
medicine
system. Critics
felt that this
could be used
as a loophole
by corporate
interests
to
exploit
the
country’s
biological
diversity and
the associated
traditional
knowledge.
The
Biodiversity
Act
was
developed in
the
1990s
through a systematic process of public discussions. The speed at which the
amendment Bill was being pushed through raised controversy.
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Aims of the Biodiversity Act 2002
1. The main purpose of enacting the Biodiversity Act was to ensure legal
implementation of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).
2. One of the fundamental principles of the CBD and also, in turn, the
Biological Diversity Act, 2002 is that biological diversity is sovereign
property, that belongs to India.
3. The three main objectives of the CBD, which the Biodiversity Act enacted,
are: to conserve biological diversity along with the traditional knowledge of
its use, to promote its sustainable use and to ensure equitable sharing of
any benefits that arise out of the use of this biological diversity and
traditional knowledge.
What is the significance of the amendment?
1. It allows people practising traditional Indian systems of medicine – vaids,
hakims, registered AYUSH practitioners, companies making medicinal
products – to continue their business without needing to take permission
from the National Biodiversity Authority (NBA) for the use of biological
resources.
2. The second significant point was that it expanded the NBA composition by
adding many ex-officio members from different central government
ministries. This might be a welcome step in a way since it positions
biodiversity into national policymaking.
3. The third point is that it aims to give more importance to the position of
the secretary of the NBA. The position was upgraded to member secretary
and gave it more power, such as the signature of the chairperson or member
secretary would be enough to pass orders.
4. This could put to rest the constant tug-of-war the two positions had been
having in the past, with the environment ministry seeing the secretary as
its representative in the Authority while considering the chairperson as
somebody from outside.
5. The Biological Diversity Act had created a three-tier structure: the NBA;
State Biodiversity Boards (SBBs); and more than 250,000 Biodiversity
Management Committees (BMC) set up at local self-governing bodies.
6. The amendment Bill enables state governments to constitute intermediate
level biodiversity management committees at the district level.
7. One of the provisions in the amendment is that if a seed company or a
farmers’ group has approval or a right granted under the Protection of Plant
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Varieties and Farmers Rights Act, 2001
(PPVFR
Act),
then
similar
permissions are not needed under the
Biodiversity Act.
8. The PPVFR Act gives intellectual
property
protection
for
seed
companies for the seeds they have
developed and also gives rights to
farmers for their traditionally
conserved varieties.
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What were the concerns raised?
1. The Biodiversity Act followed the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity.
In 1994, India was also part of the World Trade Organization (WTO).
2. During this period, concerns arose that foreign companies might come to
India and gain access to biological material or associated traditional
knowledge, and then patent them, effectively locking them away under
intellectual property products. This was the time of the turmeric patent
controversy.
3. The major concern with the amendment Bill is that corporate or foreign
interests could use the loophole of permissions given to traditional medicine
and use it for commercial purposes, without sharing of benefits with the
conservers of biodiversity.
Why is the Biological Diversity Act important?
1. The Act is the only piece of legislation that protects the country’s natural
wealth. It is umbrella legislation in that it protects India’s natural resources,
flora and fauna, and the traditional knowledge associated with them.
2. It is designed for conservation, sustainable use and equitable sharing of
benefits.
3. The Act also created the three-tier mechanism in the national biodiversity
authority, state biodiversity boards and local panchayat-level biodiversity
management committees.
4. This structure was put in place to give value to India’s biological diversity
and the associated traditional knowledge.
How does it link to India’s intellectual property system?
1. The Biodiversity Act was being developed when the intellectual property
system was also being refined. The WTO Agreement came in 1994 and the
CBD happened in 1992.
2. The idea was that through the intellectual property system India’s
biological resources should not be taken into the private sector and locked,
and the traditional conservers of biological diversity are cheated from the
benefits these resources bring. The Act talks about access and benefitsharing.
3. The other traditional conservers of biological diversity, like farmers who
have been generating their seeds, are protected under the Protection of
Plant Varieties and Farmers Rights Act, 2001 (PPVFR Act).
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4. This is the link to the intellectual property regime of India and in turn to
the Trade-Related Intellectual Property System (TRIPS) of the World Trade
Organization.
India’s leadership with the Biological Diversity Act
1. There is a bit of history about how India was the leader in the development
of the Biodiversity Act. We were one of the earliest countries to work on a
biological diversity act and bring legislation that included all the principles
of the CBD.
2. We also created a structure that today translates into the three-tier
structure of the national biodiversity authorities, state biodiversity boards
and the and the biodiversity management committees.
Why is there opposition to the biodiversity amendment Bill?
The Amendment is being pushed through rather fast and without much public
discussion.
What’s the way forward?
1. A part of this has already happened, with the government forwarding the
biodiversity amendment bill to a Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC),
instead of just pushing forward with it.
2. We should not forget that there were legitimate concerns of the Biodiversity
Act being too strict, which then puts undue regulations on scientific
research and the exchange of resources.
3. Amendments with good intentions can overcome these barriers, and
perhaps that may happen now with the JPC process.

Addressing challenges in food systems with climate-smart
agriculture




As technologies and practices for better water management and climatesmart agriculture (CSA) improve in India, solar-based irrigation systems
and direct-seeded rice are gaining momentum.
In harnessing solar energy on farms, farmers transfer the electricity to the
local grid, and they are provided with an income for the same. Second, it
also helps them grow different crops as there is a guarantee of water and
they don’t have to depend entirely on monsoons.
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Scientists from the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) are
breeding new varieties of rice that can thrive without puddling and trials
are underway at sites across India.
What is Climate-Smart Agriculture (CSA)?
1. To meet the suite of
climate
challenges,
while also producing
food and energy in an
environmentally and
socially
sustainable
way,
climate-smart
agriculture (CSA) is
becoming
popular
around the globe.
2. CSA is defined by the
Food and Agricultural
Organisation as a
strategy
for
transforming agri-food
systems to be more
environmentally
friendly and climateresilient.
3. Food systems are
responsible for a third
of
our
global
emissions.
4. Technologies
and
practices for better
water management
and climate-smart
agriculture
(CSA)
are improving in
India. Farmers face
different
climate
vulnerabilities based
on their landholding
sizes, crops grown and their geographic location.
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5. However, solar-based irrigation systems and Direct Seeded Rice (DSR), as
CSA methods, are emerging as popular examples among many Indian
farmers.
6. CSA can include innovations such as agro-advisory services and weather
insurance; solar water pumps, community-based and on-farm water
management; adaptive varieties of crops, breeds and seedbanks;
sustainable livestock management, integrated nutrient management, using
biogas and minimum tillage.
Climate-smart farming takes wing in India
1. Salt tolerant rice is one example. Rice is a staple crop in India as well as in
many parts of Asia and Africa. Climatic extremes including rising sea levels
– which cause inland salinization – can seriously affect rice production.
2. The adoption of ‘climate-smart’ rice has led to significant increases in yield
in climate change stress-affected areas, including those inhabited by the
most impoverished farming communities.
3. Farmers are also experimenting with a switch in rice planting. Directseeded rice, in which rice seeds are sown and grown directly into the field
instead of the need for puddling in water, is increasingly being explored as
a climate mitigation strategy to cut back on greenhouse gas emissions
associated with the volume of water required to grow traditional varieties
in flooded fields.
4. One of the challenges DSR could help address is the paddy stubble burning
issue in north India. Since DSR relatively shortens the duration of crop
growth. It might give farmers the time to manage straw better rather than
burning it.
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