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Austria reported
 the following:
Access to genetic resources

In Austria, this topic is relevant above all for those varieties used in farming or forestry. Access to wild species, with the exception of endangered or otherwise protected species, is not subject to any principle restrictions in Austria: the removal of limited amounts based on the customary rights of property owners is tolerated. Restricted access becomes legally binding when rights of ownership are conferred (i.e., patent rights granted or plant varieties protected based on breeding or biotechnological efforts or on other methodological grounds).

This issue is one that can only be sensibly regulated on the European level; Austria should therefore make a major effort to provide expertise and make its views known to the EU. More emphasis should be placed on the scientific study of biodiversity. The EU forbids marketing the seed of no longer registered native varieties or of obsolete cultivars of most crop plants. Appropriate supplementary provisions for seed types that preserve genetic resources would go a long way toward expanding the farmers' freedom of action and promoting subsidy measures.

A network of international gene banks has been established under the auspices of the FAO. Its task is to provide free access to genetic material. This network currently includes 12 international gene banks, with 31 additional countries having declared their intention to join. This arrangement would incorporate 46% of all the plant genetic resources of the planet.

The issue of access is currently being discussed in the framework of the FAO (International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources). All interested parties should have access to plant genetic material, and the provider of this material should have a stake in all profits made in the successful commercial application of the material.

For non-profit-oriented and scientific undertakings, such plant genetic material should be available without restriction and at no cost.

Handling of biotechnology and distribution of its benefits

Austria is working intensively to improve the risk assessment criteria for living modified organisms; the goal is a comprehensive evaluation of environmental impacts based on the precautionary principle. New methods of ecobalancing and life-cycle analyses are being developed and introduced into the EU-wide and international discussions.

The implementation of the legally non-binding UNEP Technical Guidelines on Biosafety to protect biodiversity on an interim basis has received strong support, especially from the Eastern European countries.

Austria supports a legally binding instrument to regulate the transboundary transfer of living modified organisms. Austria is therefore actively participating in the negotiations on the so-called "Biosafety Protocol". These efforts should be actively pursued.

2005 report

In Austria, approximately 0.5 % of the forests are identified as seed stands (basic material) for harvesting forest reproductive material. Since the majority of the genetic resources are privately owned, access may be restricted by the owner. Besides seeds stands, seed orchards are very valuable forest genetic resources. Since 1986 Austria is running a programme to enhance genetic richness in forests. Within the framework of this programme forest seeds are produced in order to provide end-users with the most appropriate genetic resources and to discourage the use of allochthonous material.

The International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture was signed 2002 and will be ratified by Austria in 2005. Public gene banks are open for material transfer.
The Austrian Botanic Garden Working Group has participated in the development of IPEN (International Plant Exchange Network), a best practice example for the use of plant material for scientific purposes in accordance with relevant CBD regulations. This system is open for Botanic Gardens holding scientific collections and binds its participants to e.g. PIC and other CBD regulations. This non-legally binding system has proved to be very practical and efficient.

Participation in working groups and task forces within the ECP/GR (European Cooperating Programme on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture)
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