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Innovation  
in plant breeding 
“Plant breeding should contri-
bute significantly to help 
farmers around the world 
to solve the challenges that 
they face on a daily basis”, 
according to ISF President 
Jean-Christophe Gouache 
who makes the case for plant 
breeding innovations that are 
usable under a consistent, 
national regulatory oversight.
“The regulatory costs of using 
these technologies shouldn’t 
be such that they would limit 
the number of stakeholders 
who can access them. These 
costs should also allow for a 
reasonable return on invest-
ment for projects aiming at 
diverse and multiple species 
and markets that are smal-
ler in size and value, says 
Jean-Christophe Gouache. 
Unfortunately, this was not the 
case for transgenic products 
about 20 years ago which 
could have been launched 
across a multitude of pro-

“ISF puts its strategic priorities 
into practice”
Looking back on his first year as ISF President, Jean-Christophe Gouache highlights 
the Federation’s focus on industry-critical areas, as outlined in ISF’s strategic plan 
2020. ISF Secretary General Michael Keller explains how the reshaped Secretariat 
team is bringing the strategic plan to life, and strengthening cooperation with its 
members and partners along the way.

duct/market segments and 
could have resulted in hun-
dreds of innovative products!” 
ISF President points out that 
transgenesis is currently only 
used on around 15  pro-
duct/market combinations, 
and that regulatory costs im-
ply that this method is used 
mainly on major product/
market segments:“Our work 
involves creating awareness 
about these regulatory costs 
which should be affordable 
and should allow for return 
on investment – even for 
smaller product/market seg-
ments that are linked to more 
diverse and segmented mar-
kets. Consistent regulations 
are essential”.
As part of its remit, ISF pro-
motes the use of consistent 
criteria for the scope of re-
gulation in implementing the 
regulatory framework while 
working on aligned govern-
mental cooperation on the is-
sue. ISF upholds the following 
principles: if there is no DNA 

transfer in the end product, or 
if this end product could be 
created using a conventional 
crossing method or by stem-
ming from a natural variation 
or using a mutagenic method, 
then it should not be classified 
as a GMO.
At this year’s World Seed 
Congress, ISF will be presen-
ting a range of public rela-
tions resources as part of its 
globally coordinated internal 
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Garlich von Essen, Secretary 
General : « But never did a 
country that was already 
in, so a real “Member 
State”, seriously consider to 
withdraw from this Union 
and go at things alone 
again. »

Jean-Christophe Gouache: 
“The regulatory costs 
of using plant breeding 
innovations shouldn’t be 
such that they would be 
limiting the number of 
stakeholders who can  
access them.”
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and external outreach around 
plant breeding innovation. 
“These materials will explain 
what these innovations are, 
how they evolved and the op-
portunities they provide,” says 
Michael Keller, ISF Secretary 
General. “What’s our objec-
tive? That the latest breeding 
methods will not be hindered 

in their development as was 
the case with transgenesis.”

promoting the Treaty, 
but not at any price
Another of ISF’s strategic prio-
rities is promoting the Interna-
tional Treaty on Plant Gene-
tic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture (ITPGRFA). That 

said, apparently the treaty 
isn’t working, partly due to 
lack of funding. “Discussions 
are currently centered around 
financing the benefit-sha-
ring fund which is lacking 
funds, notes Jean-Christophe 
Gouache. However, let’s not 
forget that the member states 
are the signatories of the 
treaty and that 85% of the fun-
ding should come from them. 
What’s more, they should be 
contributing their national col-
lections. These objectives are 
still far from being met.”
We must highlight that ISF 
doesn’t have control over 
the matter as member states 
are the ones who negotiate. 
However, in order to lead the 
way and demonstrate the im-
portance of genetic resources 
to its members, ISF has made 
a voluntary contribution to the 
International Treaty and to the 
Global Crop Trust so as to de-
liver a clear message to both 
organizations: conserving ge-
netic resources either in situ or 
ex situ, along with access to 
them is a priority for ISF and 
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Michael keller : “at this 
year’s World Seed Congress, 
we are presenting public 
relation material on plant 
breeding innovations (pBI). 
This is in order to explain 
what these innovations are, 
where they come from and 
all the opportunities they 
provide”

IS
F

a
n

d
r

e
u

S
K

/F
o

to
lI

a

“our objective? That the latest breeding methods 
will not be hindered in their development as was 
the case with transgenesis.”
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October 2016
0911

ROME, Italy

WHAT :  
3 full days of meetings, business and networking possibilities. A unique opportunity for important policy 
discussions, successful trade and professional exchanges.

WHO :  
More than 900 seed professionals from all around the world.

WHEN :  
October 9-11, 2016.

WHERE :  
Hotel Rome Cavalieri, Rome, Italy.

Register on esa.conceptum.eu as of April 1st and benefit from the early bird registration fee 
before July 1st. For more information contact esa.annual-meeting@conceptum.eu
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ESA is looking forward to welcoming you in Rome!
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its members.
In autumn, the governing body 
of the International Treaty will 
convene and could make de-
velopment proposals on the 
legal form of the standard 
material transfer agreement 
(SMTA). ISF is working on an 
acceptable model regarding 
contribution methods. The 
federation advocates main-
taining several options in the 
future MTA : “The great diver-
sity of stakeholders requires 
that the MTA should not be 
restricted to a single model, 
so that genetic resources can 
be used by anyone involved 
in plant breeding and are 
spread as much as possible 
for the broadest use.” 

Raising awareness  
of orders of magnitude
Using genetic resources is 
part of a breeder’s routine. 
“Breeders will use genetic 
resources via the ITPGRFA, 
only if monetary contribu-
tions towards benefit sharing 
make economic sense for 
companies. If the amount re-
quested is too high, the result 
will be counterproductive: 
companies will not use these 
genetic resources. As such, 
we would like to make treaty 
stakeholders aware of the 
orders of magnitude, which 
can sometimes vary between 
1 and 20 in expectations 
among certain organizations 

that are not closely linked to 
the industry,” said Jean-Chris-
tophe Gouache.
Furthermore, ISF has always 
sought to extend Annex 1 of 
the treaty to all species. For 
example, soybean and the 
majority of vegetable seeds 
are not covered by the inter-
national treaty at this time. ISF 
would also like the multilateral 
system to be recognized for 
fulfilling all of the Nagoya 
Protocol’s criteria. 

Strengthening 
cooperation
The International Seed Fe-
deration currently comprises 
52  ordinary members, all 
from national or regional 
seed associations. “Last year 
we welcomed national asso-
ciations from Colombia, Boli-
via and Uganda, recalls ISF 
Secretary General Michael 
Keller. In 2017, the Ivory 
Coast and Algeria submitted 
membership requests, which 
we regard as recognition of 
our work and increasing re-
presentation.” These 52 ordi-
nary ISF members represent 
almost 97% of the internatio-
nal seed trade. A few areas, 
such as West Africa, are not 
yet represented. “One of our 
priorities is to engage with 
national seed associations 
who have yet to become ISF 
member, says Michael Keller. 
We could help structure their 

associations and provide as-
sistance in governmental rela-
tions, for example, to create 
an environment for growth 
and consequently develop 
the market.” In conjunction, it 
is vital for ISF to have natio-
nal partners that can support 
outreach on industry priorities. 
Last year ISF welcomed the 
International Rice Research 
Institute (Irri) among its af-
filiated members. Irri is an 
independent organization 
linked to Consultative Group 
on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR). “ISF must 
remain open to work and 
cooperate with other orga-
nizations on areas they have 
in common”, says Michael. 
With this sense of openness in 
mind, ISF has revitalized the 
cooperative union between 
itself and UPOV, OECD and 
ISTA under the banner of the 
“World Seed Partnership” 
with the aim of supporting 
the seed industry and ensu-
ring farmers in all areas of 
the world have access to 
new varieties”. There will be 
an exhibition stand dedicated 
to the World Seed Partnership 
at the World Seed Congress.

“Last year we welcomed national associations 
from Colombia, Bolivia and Uganda. In 2017,  
the Ivory Coast and Algeria submitted 
membership requests.”
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Vegetable Seed

New quality management 
guidelines for seed companies 
ISF has recently developed two guidelines to improve the operations of smaller 
vegetable breeding and seed production companies that may not have a proper 
quality management system place. The guidelines are based on the experiences 
and best practices of the current market leaders, and are packed full of handy hints 
and tips on how to get the best out of your business. 
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Guide for maintaining plant genetic 
integrity of conventional vegetables
Maintaining plant genetic integrity and avoiding adventitious pre-
sence (AP) of GM plant material is the main focus of this guide, 
produced with Excellence Through Stewardship1, 
“There are no major issues at the moment, because most of the 
companies are diligent in their breeding and production processes. 
However, to maintain the status quo, companies need to regular-
ly identify and assess the potential factors that may contribute to 
AP-related incidents”, says Szabolcs Ruthner, ISF Regulatory Affairs 
Executive.
The guide deals with quality management systems and risk manage-
ment for the full life cycle of vegetable breeding and seed production 
to address AP that could be present. It is relevant at every stage of 
the plant product life cycle, from R&D to commercialization and 
post-market activities.
It assesses the potential factors that may lead to an AP-related in-
cident, and how organizations can mitigate the impact of such an 
incident by proactively broadening their scope of activities, quality 
management systems and stewardship practices. 
The Guide works alongside ISF’s GM database that includes infor-
mation on current and former GM vegetable field trials, GM vege-
table commercialization, and GM activities of species crossable with 
particular vegetables species. This database is accessible only for 
ISF members upon request.

(1) ETS is a not-for-profit global industry-coordinated organization that promotes the 
universal adoption of stewardship programs and quality management systems for the 
full life cycle of biotechnology-derived plant products. Szabolcs Ruthner, ISF Regulatory Affairs Executive.
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Let us do the heavy-lifting!

Agronomix Software Inc.
Winnipeg  Manitoba  Canada  

Phone: 1-204-487-4245
Email: info@agronomix.com

www.agronomix.com

AGROBASE Cloud®
powered by

Software for plant breeding and 
variety testing, used worldwide

Visit us at the ISF World Seed Congress in 
Budapest, Hungary - May 22-24, 2017 

Vegetable seed 
production good 
practice guide
The result of a fruitful collaboration between ISF’s Working Group 
for Vegetable Seed Production and the Asia Pacific Seed Associa-
tion’s Vegetable Group, the good practice guide is designed to assist 
stakeholders, seed companies and seed producers, who are engaged 
in vegetable seed production and sales, to ensure the integrity of the 
production chain from stock seed to commercial seeds.
“Intellectual Property (IP) infringements and loss of genetic material are 
still huge problem in many areas of the world”, says Szabolcs Ruthner. 
“We developed this guide with a view to safeguarding IP rights and 
other rights of the parental lines in general. Our aim was to provide 
practical suggestions to help companies protect IP rights to limit/elimi-
nate the loss of any genetic material in the seed production process.”
This collection of experiences shows how to prevent or minimize the 
possibility of theft of parental lines. It includes real-life tips and hints on 
the tiniest details, from what to wear and how to behave when visiting a 
seed company production site, to how to guard seed production areas. 
“The first and most important step”, says Szabolcs Ruthner, “is for com-
panies to educate and train their own staff about IP rights. Most of the 
time it’s enough to enhance or fine-tune existing practices.” 

You can 
find both 
guides under 
‘Resources’ on 
the ISF website.
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Fighting illegal practices�
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New task force

“Taking action against  
illegal seeds”

The working group on 
illegal seeds practices 
(WG ISP) has been 

operational for the past 
six months. “We often talk 
about illegal or counterfeit 
seeds without having a clear 
picture of the impact on the 
seed market”, notes Michael 
Keller, Secretary General of 
ISF. It could be a case of pa-
rental line theft, counterfeit 

labels, unauthorized use of 
varieties, as well as non-dec-
laration or unauthorized use 
of farm-saved seeds. This 
ap-plies to any seed type. 
To begin, the WG ISP com-
piled a questionnaire for ISF 
members. The idea was to 
obtain a declaration of the 
seeds involved, estimated 
counterfeit levels, actions 
implemented by companies 

or national seed associa-
tions to protect themselves, 
and also the regulatory or 
even legal framework and 
its application. 
“ISF companies should be 
more responsible and we 
must be clearer on the eco-
nomic and health risks of 
counterfeits for the industry, 
farmers, consumers and 
seed companies”, highlights 

Michael Keller. He also 
notes that the primary aim 
of the WG ISP is to raise 
awareness among ordinary 
and associated members, to 
support seed associations 
so that they’ll pressure their 
governments into implement-
ing an efficient regulatory 
framework and/or push for 
current regulations to be en-
forced.
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www.florimond-desprez.com

Ag
en

ce
 L

in
éa

l -
 0

3 
20

 4
1 

40
 7

6 
- P

ho
to

s 
Fl

or
im

on
d 

D
es

pr
ezNotre sélection,

vos variétés

Florimond Desprez est une entreprise indépendante qui exerce les métiers d’obtenteur de variétés 
et de producteur de semences répondant aux attentes du secteur des grandes cultures. Le groupe 
est leader mondial des semences de betterave et se situe parmi les premiers semenciers européens 
en céréales à paille. Il est également un des acteurs majeurs en Europe du marché du plant de 
pomme de terre. Florimond Desprez est présent dans 65 pays, consacre 15% de son chiffre d’affaires 
à la recherche et emploie 1015 salariés.  
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Mushroom spawn

Protecting innovation
In 2016, an ISF working group on mushroom spawn was created to better protect 
and remunerate mushroom breeders.

T he mushroom spawn in-
dustry is working actively 
on an international level 

to protect mushroom varieties 
and a Mushroom Group has 
been established within the 
International Seed Federation 
(ISF) in the past year. The task 
force is mainly composed of 
six companies and institutes 
based in Holland, France and 
the United States.
Although the varieties developed 
by the companies fall under le-
gal requirements of the Interna-
tional Union for the Protection of 
New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), 
there are still some unauthorised 
practices taking place. “All but-
ton mushroom varieties stem 
from a single variety developed 
in the eighties, but these compa-
nies have only made essentially 
derived varieties (EDV). They are 
all very similar to each other but 
the UPOV/EDV rules are not re-
spected”, states Hélène Guillot, 
responsible for the group at ISF. 
As such, new varieties have 
been placed on the market 
without permission granted by 
the initial variety holders, and 
the latter haven’t been paid for 
their breeding work as a result. 
“Companies are relying on ISF 
to enforce UPOV rules to foster 
innovation”, highlights Hélène 
Guillot. 

Hubert Hay, European Branch 
Manager of the US-based 
group, Amycel, who is in-
volved in the task force, admits: 
“We are investing in quality 
improvement but little genetic 
research has been done in the 
past 25-30 years.”

Lack of data  
on the market
ISF has also recently published 
its “Good Practice for Essential 
Derivation of Button Mushroom 
Varieties”. In conjunction with 
this release, they are working 
on defining the genetic dis-
tance threshold between vari-
eties to class them as EDV. This 
study is specific to button mush-
rooms as limits vary depending 

on the species. Although creat-
ing a task force aims to better 
protect varieties, it is also use-
ful for promoting a more niche 
growth market, where few sta-
tistics are available. 
“The European agaricus- or 
button mushroom spawn mar-
ket stands at around 50 mil-
lion litres, or 32,000 tonnes, 
of mycelium. We can’t pin-
point the volumes for oyster, 
shiitake or pholiota aegerita, 
as these markets are more 
seasonal. Agaricus represents 
between 85 and 90 % of the 
mushroom spawn market”, 
notes Hubert Hay. According 
to various sources and based 
on the volumes of mushrooms 
produced, global growth 

volumes are hitting around 
100 million litres of mycelium. 
Hélène Guillot highlights that 
this market features few stake-
holders, with leading produc-
ers based predominantly in 
Holland, China, India and the 
US. According to Hubert Hay, 
just three companies hold over 
70 % of the European market 
in mycelium production.
Moreover, he indicates that 
the mushroom spawn industry 
is currently supported by an 
increasing demand for fresh 
mushrooms. According to Eu-
ropean mushroom growers’ 
group GEPC, 65 % of all the 
mushrooms produced in Eu-
rope were sold fresh versus 
35 % in cans in 2015.

From left to right: Johan Baars, Pierre Lavrijsen, Anton Sonnenberg, Hubert Hay,  
Ludovic Hublier, and Hélène Guillot.
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www.limagrain.com

#Limagrain

Limagrain, an international cooperative  

group created and directed by French 

farmers, moves agriculture forward to  

meet food challenges. 

Groupe coopératif international, créé  

et dirigé par des agriculteurs français,  

Limagrain fait progresser l’agriculture  

pour répondre aux enjeux alimentaires.

No. 4 world  

seed company
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