Tonga
Tonga’s planning document
 had a theme (6): access & benefit sharing from the use of genetic resources & traditional ecological knowledge

Basis for Action

Tonga’s genetic resources have the potential to generate financial and academic benefits to those who use it. In many countries, foreign interests who are aware of these benefits have taken advantage of countries where laws and policies are not in place to regulate resource access or the use of local traditional knowledge. In many cases, none of these benefits return to local owners of resources and owners or holders of knowledge.

One of the major objectives of the Convention on Biological Diversity is to ensure regulatory regimes are developed in each countries to protect against illegal bioprospecting, and the inequitable sharing of benefits from the use of genetic resources and traditional knowledge.

Objective 6.1 – Access to genetic resources

To prevent illegal access to and unlawful exploitation of Tonga’s genetic resources.

Strategies –

A legal framework and the organizational capacity to regulate access and to prevent the unlawful exploitation of Tonga’s genetic resources are needed. The framework should facilitate and encourage the continual availability of genetic resources for future scientific studies but ensure that benefits derived are equitably shared. The framework should define responsibilities and procedures for receiving and reviewing of research applications and for issuing research and access/collection licenses. Appropriate multiagency mechanisms should be considered to ensure effective coordination of all agencies with shared interests and expertise to offer.
Actions -

1. Enact legislation to regulate access to Tonga’s genetic resources for bioprospecting, research and other forms of exploitation.

2. Develop and implement strict procedures to support bioprospecting regulation.

3. Review and strengthen existing arrangements governing the review and approval of all research proposals, including bioprospecting activities.

4. Explore opportunities for repossessing Tonga’s endemic biodiversity in the form of botanical and museum collections, gene banks and other forms where these are held in collections outside of Tonga.

Objective 6.2 - Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits

To ensure the fair and equitable sharing of benefits generated from the use of genetic resources.

Strategies –

Formal mechanisms for benefit sharing that are fair and equitable should be developed. More importantly, to safeguard the interests of holders of traditional knowledge and owners of resources involved in bioprospecting, procedures for negotiations should provide for the involvement of competent legal representation provided by the Government.

Actions –

1. Develop benefit-sharing mechanisms for holders of knowledge and owners of resources utilized in bioprospecting.
2. Put in place appropriate mechanisms and procedures to ensure fair and equitable outcomes of negotiations with bioprospectors for all local parties involved.

3. Actively encourage and assess bio-prospecting in Tonga.

Objective 6.3 – Traditional practices and ecological knowledge

To prevent the loss of traditional ecological knowledge.

Strategies –

Traditional ecological knowledge needs to be documented by directly engaging custodian and holders of traditional knowledge. Key knowledge areas are those related to traditional medicines, resource harvesting and management practices. This knowledge should be promoted where they are environmentally friendly for wider use, particularly in place of other modern methods that may not be ecologically sound.

Actions –

1. Systematically identify and document traditional ecological knowledge including cultivation practices, fishing methods, names of local plants of medicinal value, methods used for their preparation and application, methods of predicting harvesting, fishing seasons etc.

2. Promote awareness of and the use of traditional ecological knowledge and practices that are environmentally friendly and sustainable.

3. Enact legislation and take other appropriate measures to protect and safeguard ownership of traditional ecological knowledge and other intellectual property rights associated with them, and to ensure equitable benefit sharing resulting from their commercial use

4. Preserve traditional artifacts and other forms of expressions of traditional ecological knowledge in local museums and other secured collections and promote their existence for educational and awareness raising purposes.

Objective 6.4 – Public Awareness and Education

To raise public awareness and understanding of the importance of Tonga’s genetic biodiversity resources and traditional ecological knowledge.

Strategies –

A range of media types should be employed to raise public awareness and understanding. Success stories of progress made by other countries e.g. Samoa in securing international partnerships for the development of specific aspects of their genetic resources, should be used.

Actions –

1. Raise awareness of the importance of Tonga’s biodiversity and their value as a source of traditional medicine and potentially other pharmaceutical products.

2. Stimulate local interest by widely disseminating information on the successful experiences of other Pacific Island countries in the use of their genetic resources and the access and benefit sharing arrangements involved.

3. Make readily accessible and available to the general public relevant information on Tonga’s biodiversity using modern computer/internet technology.

4. Explore and implement innovative ways to promote awareness of Tonga’s biogenetic resources.

5. Encourage and support programmes utilizing traditional ecological knowledge.

Tonga
 reported the progress as follows:
There is no legislation in place that is specific to this area. An immediate need is for our endemic species to be registered with the appropriate authority. This will allow benefit sharing if the genetic resources are found to benefit others. A study was conducted by the Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), New Zealand in 2009 on sponge as a possible cure for cancer, and was done with the knowledge of DoF. Tonga could stands to gain if the cure is developed and successfully applied in future.

Tonga needs to register its endemic species with the appropriate authority and pass legislation that is needed to address this objective. There is no specific legislation on this area.

There are books on medicinal plants and old fashioned medicine but a thorough study of this knowledge is warranted.

A company has been registered under the name of INDIGENOUS PHARMACEUTICALS INCORPORATED in January 2010 to look at developing local medicine from Tonga’s genetic resources. The company's intention is to set up a laboratory to test some of the traditional medicines as treatment for specific diseases and produce en masse. There is renewed interest in traditional medicine due to recurring sicknesses and other cultural related diseases (diabetes, HBP etc)

Access and Benefit Sharing has 75% of its objectives in the Red and emerged as the worst performing sector of the lot. It has 25% of its objectives in Yellow and ranks sixth in its future outlook. This sector lacks support in term of legislation and policies in place. Further, it lacks caretaker responsibility. Someone needs to coordinate this sector and if MECC can take up this responsibility then there is hope of improving the performance in future. Groundwork is required in registering our endemic species with the appropriate authority and establishing the legal framework badly needed by this sector. Importers need clear access and exporters (owners) also need to know his/her share. Access and Profit sharing will only proceed once these requirements are in place and a caretaker is coordinating its activities. It is anticipated that this sector will boom once these enabling factors are in place.
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