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Biodiversity and Access to Affordable Medicines
by Gustavo Urrea

BioTrade Manager, Labfarve

Recognizing the importance of medicinal plants offers a unique
opportunity to link biodiversity, health and sustainable development. Biodiversity is the source of primary health care for the majority of the world’s population. The research and development of
medicinal plants is thus a way to safeguard and advance health
care, which is essential for much of the population. Moreover,
the ethical sourcing of medicinal plants can play an important
role in the conservation and sustainable use of these species and
their ecosystems, as well as provide a significant avenue for local
sustainable development.
For almost 30 years, Labfarve has strived to combine economic,
social and environmental objectives in its ethical sourcing of biodiversity in Colombia. Labfarve is a leading research laboratory
in the field of medicinal plants. It was founded in Colombia in
1984 by Dr. Jorge Piñeros Corpas, as part of a wider initiative to
improve access to health services for the poorest segments of
society. Today, Labfarve is recognized throughout Latin America
for facilitating access to affordable medicines and advancing the
recognition and sustainable use of biodiversity.

The main activities of Labfarve consist of research, development,
transformation and commercialization of natural products derived from Colombia’s rich biodiversity, including the high Andes
and the Amazon rainforest. Labfarve develops phytopharmaceutical, cosmeceutical, and nutraceutical products based on extracts
of native species that come from Labfarve’s own organic cultivation areas. For example, Labfarve has developed a nutraceutical
product based on an extract of “alegría del monte” (Scutellaria
coccinea) used to treat depression and other ailments of the
nervous systems.

LABFARVE

Ethical BioTrade
Today, Labfarve numbers approximately 170 direct employees,
which includes biologists, chemists, pharmacists, doctors, employees and administrative personnel. The company also provides
jobs for close to 100 affiliated farmers in charge of the sustainable
wild collection of raw materials. Throughout its supply chains,
Labfarve implements the principles of Ethical BioTrade. It holds
long-term contracts with its suppliers, offers continuous training
to its commercial partners, and shares 10% of profits with local
communities providing the raw materials. It also respects traditional knowledge, ensures there are numerous positive impacts
on health, and its principles and criteria include safeguards to
avoid harmful effects such as threatening the food security of
local populations.
Labfarve adheres to the concept and practices of Ethical BioTrade
for a number of reasons. Ethical BioTrade can bring health benefits, both direct and indirect, to thousands of the rural poor.
In Latin America, much of the population is still not connected
to a formal health system and relies primarily on natural remedies. As noted by the World Health Organization, it is critical
to encourage these practices, incorporating them into primary
health care strategies and ensuring that traditional medicines
and therapeutic elements of recognized utility are further researched for further pharmacological and clinic uses. In addition
to its research and development, Labfarve has also succesfully
asked the Colombian government to include 20 phyto-medicines
in its national health care system.
Ethical BioTrade also ensures that medicinal biodiversity and related ecosystems will be sustainably managed and conserved,
and the rights of indigenous and local communities in relation to
their lands, resources and knowledge will be protected. Equitable
benefit sharing is, in this regard, an adequate recognition of the
contribution of biodiversity and traditional knowledge to new
products, as well as an essential incentive to protect and integrate such biodiversity and knowledge in sustainable development policies and plans. Indeed, Ethical BioTrade is a critical
concept that underlies the partnerships among all participants
in the supply chain, key to achieving improved local health care
and livelihoods, and for sustainably meeting the international
demand for natural health products.
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Making Ethical Choices the Natural Way
Interview with Marcos Vaz
Director of Sustainability, Natura
Natura is a Brazilian company established on the principle of
sustainable development, which influences all of its business
strategies and practices. We posed five questions to Marcos
Vaz, Natura Director of Sustainability.
1. Natura is founding member of the Union for Ethical BioTrade
(UEBT). Why did Natura support the creation of the UEBT?
Natura was always interested in supporting initiatives related
to biodiversity. In 2006, during a trip to Rondonia to visit a community that supplies raw materials to Natura, we met UNCTAD´s
(United Nations Conference on Trade and Development) team
that was working for the BioTrade Initiative. At the time, we established a mutual interest to work on issues related to the supply chain and of integrating biotrade into our practices. Being
the first Brazilian company to support the initiative, integrating
UEBT as a member was a natural next step.
2. What role does Natura foresee in UEBT? Natura is involved
in various initiatives and ethical sourcing of biodiversity is
deeply rooted in the company. What is the added value of UEBT
membership for Natura?
We have a very active role - as Vice-President of the Board and part
of the Membership Committee - in supporting UEBT management
through the building-up of the organization. Our belief is that
by providing better insight into how we integrate biodiversity
aspects into our supply chain management, Natura helps UEBT
to align its approaches to business practices. It also improves
UEBT’s knowledge and understanding of how the market and
industry work. Furthermore, being a UEBT member required that
we undergo independent audits using UEBT’s internationally
recognized standard. Therefore, it increased the credibility of our
approach with respect to the ethical sourcing of biodiversity.
3. As you mentioned, as part of UEBT membership conditions Natura was subjected to an independent verification
against the UEBT standard. It then prepared a work-plan
to achieve compliance over time. How would you describe
this experience?
It has been a great learning curve. Although we already have
10 years of experience in the sustainable use of biodiversity, by
checking our internal processes against the UEBT framework, we
identified several opportunities for improvement that allowed
us to produce a long-term plan incorporating them. We are really happy to share this experience with other companies.

in the first three years of its existence the UEBT approaches
were tested and improved, the next five years should be about
increasing its activities and output. This means increased membership from all parts of the world, and all parts of the supply
chain. Natura particularly encourages membership of other consumer brands to help bring biodiversity considerations closer
to the consumers, which would further create a broader membership base for UEBT. Furthermore, we believe that the UEBT
framework reflects CDB principles in their integrity, as well as
those of fairer trade practices. We therefore encourage other initiatives and organizations that share similar objectives, to join
forces and create synergies. This would maximize the results for
biodiversity and for sustainable development at large.
5. What would you say to your peers from the private sector
who are considering joining UEBT?
We would like to encourage other companies that are seriously
interested in the ethical sourcing of biodiversity to make the
step and join UEBT. I realize that the prospect of submitting all
supply chains of natural products to an audit against UEBT’s
standard may be daunting for CEOs or sustainability managers.
But the fact that UEBT’s standard allows for a gradual process
of compliance makes it possible for all. We are proof that it is
possible; let’s not forget that Natura is currently the fourteenth
biggest cosmetics company in the world.

Commitment to Sustainability
The most eloquent example of Natura’s commitment to sustainable development is the Ekos line, which focuses on the sustainable use of ingredients from
Brazilian biodiversity, including the Brazil nut, the breu branco and the murumuru. The Ekos line represents a pioneering initiative to recognize the value of
biodiversity, use it sustainably and share the benefits deriving from its use. It
draws on the knowledge gathered by traditional populations over centuries of
living close to the forest, and transforms it into pleasure-giving products, with
scientifically proven benefits.
The discovery of new ingredients from biodiversity or new uses for them is the
result of extensive research supported by knowledge, from scientific literature
to street markets. In our laboratories, we transform the ingredients into new
formulas and products that are innovative and rigorously tested. To obtain raw
materials in an environmentally correct and socially equitable manner, we encourage sustainable forest cultivation and stewardship in the extraction areas.
In this way, we include the traditional communities in the production chain and
share with them the resulting benefits.
Relationships with the various communities were developed with the utmost consideration for issues such as benefit sharing, the use of images and
knowledge, certification and local sustainable development plans. At present,

4. Where would you like the UEBT to be in five years?
In order to have real impact on the way business is done, and
thus on the biodiversity sourcing practices of the cosmetics and
food sector, UEBT needs to seriously expand its activities. While

a multidisciplinary team ensures that ties with the communities meet all the
necessary criteria on the basis of a specially developed quality-control system.
To date, Natura has 56 natural resource supply agreements that have been negotiated with companies, farms and communities in Brazil and in Latin America.
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