Marshall Islands

In its national biodiversity strategy and action plan
, Marshall Islands provided the theme on biotechnology and biodiversity.

BIOTECHNOLOGY is in its infancy in the Marshall Islands.  Conventional breeding techniques have been used for the improvement of food crops, and to a more limited extent, some marine species. However, there is considerable potential for improvement potential for improving the quality of food crops, marine food resources, and other species through biotechnology.  We also need to ensure that the genetic diversity of traditional crops, native plants and marine species is somehow conserved for future use.

Biotechnology also offers significant potentials for the use of products from biodiversity for pharmaceutical and other purposes, such as scientific research, cosmetics, and sources of resistance to pests and diseases.  The benefits from the use of biodiversity for biotechnological purposes should be shared with the people of the Marshall Islands.  These issues are to be addressed through two goals.

GOAL E1 – Conservation of Genetic Diversity

The country has limited but significant genetic diversity which provides resources for the people.  The diversity of species such as pandanus and coconuts, as well as marine species, provides both food as well as having cultural importance.  These could easily be lost through the accidental or deliberate introduction of invasive species.

The country is not fully aware of issues such as the importance of genetic diversity and the impact of biotechnology.  For example, there may be significant potential in many of the native species for scientific research for a variety of purposes.  It is important that the existing genetic diversity is not lost.  This requires research on conservation and the use of genetic diversity. 

Key Actions –

1 – Research, including consultation with elders to document the genetic diversity of significant plant, animal and marine species.  This will look at both the scientific potential and the cultural importance on the biodiversity.  

2 – Establishment of “in situ” and “ex situ” gene banks of significant genotypes, of both scientific and cultural importance.

GOAL E2 – Protection of Intellectual Property Rights (IPR)

At the present, there is no legislation on IPR in the Marshall Islands.  The issues to do with IPR  concern the protection of traditional knowledge, the use of, and access to, indigenous sources of genetic materials for biotechnology purposes, and the sharing of benefits from bioprospecting.  It is important that due attention be given to the protection of traditional knowledge and skills, particularly those that are likely to have a commercial potential, such as traditional medicines.  There is also a need to ensure that access to the genetic resources and traditional knowledge is not denied for biotechnology purpose, but that provision is made for the equitable share of benefits of their use between the traditional owners and those developing the biotechnology potential.

Key Actions –

1 – Research to document traditional knowledge and skills on the uses of biodiversity.  This research would be carried out with the informed and prior consent of the owners of this knowledge.  The air of the research would be to identify those skills and knowledge with a potential for further exploitation and application.

2 – Preparation of legislation on IPR that:

a – protects the rights of indigenous owners of genetic resources and traditional knowledge

b – provides access to that knowledge and resources with the prior informed consent of the owners and provided that these owners have an equitable share of the benefits from the use of that knowledge and genetic materials. 
Marshall Islands
 had a goal (2) on imposition of fines and penalties on those who destroy our resources. This harsh statement was voice at the National Workshop to express the serious situation whereby there is a breakdown of enforcement of rules and controls for the sustainable use of resources at all levels – national, local government and traditional systems. Key Actions:

1. Review and revise existing national legislation and local government ordinances.  The review will look at how traditional systems can be incorporated into all legislation to do with resource management.  The revision of legislation and ordinances would aim to bring together traditional systems and modern scientific principles of resource management.

2. A program to review and revise enforcement procedures at the national and local levels.  This would include ensuring that fines and penalties are adequate, the enforcing authorities are adequately resourced, roles and responsibilities are clarified, and training is provided for enforcement staff.
3. Ensure funding of biosafety systems though user pay charges or government funding.
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