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Local Ecological Knowledge:

A Global Issue

I
t was during the development of the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity (CBD) at the end of the 1980s that the issue
of local ecological knowledge first emerged.

This was an original and spectacular development: original
because the global nature of local ecological knowledge was not
straightforward — its conservation and means of transmission
had always been managed at the local level and, as no demands
were made concerning it, this knowledge was not considered a
matter of national public policy, let alone international policy;
spectacular because in less than ten years it largely invalidated
the division that emerged in the 1980s between the concepts of
the common heritage of humankind and national sovereignty.

This change was nevertheless part of a broader approach that
saw globalization call into question the monopoly of the State
when dealing with common affairs, in favor of new stakeholders
with interests and skills of a diverse and sometimes contrary
nature. More than any other subject, biodiversity relates to a
multitude of local situations, especially when taking into account
the knowledge and practices associated with it. The classical
approach of the division of responsibilities — local stakeholders
managing local resources, national stakeholders developing
public policies, and States negotiating international standards —
is being replaced by a moving network of varied stakeholders
who operate at the different levels.

Indigenous and local communities have therefore found,
within international forums, a place for negotiating the protec-
tion of their lifestyles, knowledge and rights to land as a condi-
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tion for their contribution to the common good and to sustain-
able development. They have restructured certain global collec-
tive interests. Consequently, the protection of biodiversity also
depends on the protection of lifestyles that are inextricably
linked with ecosystems and destabilized by the dominant form
of development.

In discussions on traditional knowledge within the framework
of the CBD, France plays a specific role. Until the agreement of
1998 establishing the new status of New Caledonia, the French
diplomacy had dismissed the concept of traditional knowledge,
which it saw as too closely linked with that of indigenousness,
fearing it would challenge the republican principles of citizen-
ship and equal rights for individuals. Indigenousness and tradi-
tion were seen as the recognition of a collective identity that was
indissoluble in the Republic. Hence the importance of showing
that another interpretation was possible.

It is with this in mind that Biodiversity and Local Ecological
Knowledge in France puts into perspective the territorial dimen-
sion of practices and knowledge, especially using the concepts of
heritage and the terroir*. This new interpretation, which is not
only rhetorical or scientific, although it is based on numerous
research projects, has shown itself to be fully operational. The
many examples given show the effectiveness of the link between
traditional knowledge and territory in protecting and exploiting
ecological know-how. Traditional knowledge is thus transformed
into knowledge that forms part of the territorial continuity, and
therefore a history and a local development movement.

This is why IDDRI (institute for sustainable development and
international relations), along with the other partners involved,
especially the IFB (French institute for biodiversity), has
endeavored to gather these contributions in order to foster the
international debate, whether within the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity, the WIPO or the WTO.

Laurence Tubiana

Director of IDDRI

www.iddri.org

Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France
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* Glossary: See p. 261.



O
n reading the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), anthropologists are surprised to discover the
concept of “traditional lifestyles” in article 8(j), which

deals with in situ* conservation. Economists, on the other hand,
wonder how to protect and, where necessary, remunerate knowl-
edge that is not attributed to rightful owners with a legal, private
or individual personality, and does not relate to defined and
legally identifiable property rights.

During the IFB-IDDRI symposium, which was the starting
point for the main part of this work, the director of the Potager
du Roi historical vegetable garden in Versailles told of how the
seeds of the Paris artichoke — an old-fashioned variety
conserved in the Vavilov collection in Saint Petersburg — were
turned into thistles. Knowing nothing of artichokes, the garden-
ers in Saint Petersburg were unable to maintain the characteris-
tics of the original plant. “It is impossible to conserve a cultivated
plant without the knowledge that goes with it”, he concluded. By
extension, conserving a genetic resource with a given use implies
also preserving the knowledge relating to this use.

If local knowledge is associated with a product, for example a
cheese, geographical indications may provide an effective means
of protection, as shown by the AOC, appellations d’origine
contrôlée* (registered designations of origin) in France.

However, if the local knowledge associated with genetic
resources does not give rise to a marketable product upon
harvesting, then how can it be protected? The exploration
contract is one of the only options available: it anticipates the

9▼
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* Glossary: See p. 261.



consequences of potential discoveries and makes provision for
ways of sharing the benefits, while defining access to resources.
In theory, a contract of this kind recognizes equality between
parties, as well as their respective rights and duties, but it does
not create it; when unequality pre-exists, a contract is only a tool
of power. But despite everything, it remains the best solution.

It is impossible to manage the use of resources as long as access
to them remains free. Only when access is controlled can the use
of these resources be efficiently managed. In the case of highly
localized resources and knowledge, access should be managed as
closely as possible with local communities. When this condition
is met, it becomes possible to share the benefits if the ‘rightful
owners’ can be identified and legally acknowledged. However, as
local communities have no legal personality, the application of
article 8(j) is compromised. The approaches presented in Biodi-
versity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France open up promis-
ing possibilities for meeting the objective of protecting the
“knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local
communities embodying traditional lifestyles”.

From the point of view of the IFB, this book constitutes a
continuation and development of the findings of the reflection
group on local uses of biodiversity, which the institute launched
in 2002. It highlights the value of associating research on the
dynamics of the living world and local management (IFB) with
work dealing with the international governance of biodiversity
(IDDRI). The result is more than the sum of both, and could
have an impact on negotiations within the framework of the
CBD, by providing international negotiators with arguments.

I would like to end by highlighting the excellent work of the
members of the editorial committee, whose determination over-
came all the difficulties that arose, leaving us with nothing but
the pleasure of reading this fine work. With many thanks to each
and every one of them.

Jacques Weber

Director of the IFB 

www.gis-ifb.fr

Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France
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S
ince the emergence in the 1990s of concerns relating to
sustainable development and the conservation of biodiver-
sity, local knowledge and know-how of nature — a vast

collection of ecological knowledge, agricultural practices, animal
breeds, plant varieties and landscapes — has taken on a new
dimension. Not only does it contribute to the sustainable use of
natural resources, but it has become a fundamental element of
the natural and cultural heritage that must be conserved and
exploited.

At the heart of the political and strategic issues of sustainable
development and the protection of biological and cultural diver-
sity, this knowledge forms the subject of negotiations within
international authorities, the list of which is constantly growing:
the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), the
World Trade Organization, the FAO, UNESCO, the United
Nations Commission on Human Rights and, of course, the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), of which article 8(j)
is devoted to this issue.

The growing interest of the international community in local
ecological knowledge has given rise to a high demand for infor-
mation, expert appraisals and case studies. In key meetings, the
examples most often used, commented upon and analyzed come
from English-speaking and Latin American works and research,
which place great importance on issues linked to indigenous-
ness. The French experience is struggling to take these issues
into account, but by focusing on local communities, it has devel-
oped original and effective approaches and tools making it
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possible to better understand, conserve and exploit local ecolog-
ical knowledge and know-how.

IDDRI (institute for sustainable development and interna-
tional relations), and the IFB (French institute for biodiversity),
therefore decided to gather the scattered elements of the French
experience and to analyze them in the light of international
debates.

In 2002, IDDRI drew up an initial inventory that made it
possible to identify the organizations involved in the conserva-
tion and exploitation of heritage, territorial development and
supporting local products in France and its overseas departments
and territories. At the same time, the IFB organized a reflection
group called “Access and Local Uses of Biodiversity”, to consider
research questions linked to this theme, leading in particular to
the publication of a call for research proposals.

In 2003, IDDRI and the IFB organized a symposium in Paris
open to all French stakeholders in this field — researchers,
public authorities and associations.This meeting was the oppor-
tunity to compare points of view, identify the unifying themes
and create an editorial committee to develop the summary of a
collective book.

The interest of the international community in the process
under way and the usefulness of the work were confirmed during
events organized at the same time as official meetings — the
CBD in Kuala Lumpur (February 2004) and WIPO in Geneva
(March 2004) — and during the international conference on
“Biodiversity: Science and Governance” in Paris ( January 2005).
Aimed at all those who are interested in these issues or involved
in international debates (negotiators, scientists, NGOs, State
and private institutions, regional authorities, consular organiza-
tions, etc.), Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France
collates original contributions from varied sources and discipli-
nary backgrounds, with different forms and registers, including
summaries, experiments, case studies and interviews. It is a rich
collection that opens the way to collective, concise and critical
thinking, highlighting the French specificities, their qualities
and also their limits.

The Editorial Committee



General Introduction
Sélim Louafi, Bernard Roussel

I
t is clear that negotiations carried out within the frame-
work of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
have greatly contributed to bringing to the forefront
knowledge and practices that have long been neglected or
ignored by scientists and developers: local ecological

knowledge. This term seems the most apt to express what the
rather heavily worded article 8(j) of the Convention describes as
the “knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and
local communities embodying traditional lifestyles”. These
terms leave room for theoretical and political debate.

It was during the Jakarta Conference in 1995 that the parties
to the CBD first decided to include the application of article 8(j)
in the agenda for their next meeting, in Buenos Aires in 1996.
Since the treaty was opened for signature in 1992, this subject
had always been considered to be a marginal or even minor point
compared with the principal objectives: conserving biodiversity,
using its elements in a sustainable way and creating a system for
the equitable sharing of benefits arising from its use. Few of the
observers and negotiators imagined at the time the importance
that the respect, recognition and preservation of local ecological
knowledge would take on in the field of biodiversity.

Between Buenos Aires and Kuala Lumpur, where the last
conference of the parties was held in 2004, between the work-
shops in Madrid in 1997, Seville in 2000 and Montreal in 2002
and 2004, the work carried out under the aegis of the CBD has
brought about a significant change in thinking and shown the
importance of the problems raised by the application of article
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8(j). It is true that this article has been applied first and foremost
to the Amerindians or the Australian Aborigines, whose strug-
gle to survive and be recognized has been given a great deal of
media coverage. But its field of application goes much further.
Article 8(j) has unmistakably become a kind of test for measur-
ing the success and progress of the CBD.

To understand the nature of this progress, it is necessary to
bear in mind one of the most significant innovations of the
CBD: it recognizes in the preamble that States have sovereign
rights over the various components of their biodiversity. These
components are no longer considered as being part of the
common heritage of humanity. The initial determination to
manage the biosphere at the international level using a scientific
basis (the creation of a network of scientists) and regulations
(the definition of taxons* and protected areas) is being aban-
doned in favor of a system for coordinating the use of biodiver-
sity and especially access to the resources it provides, while striv-
ing to respect equity between countries. We have therefore
moved from a collective interest in our common heritage, to a
common interest in the management of a whole host of differ-
ent forms of heritage, all under State responsibility. This State
pre-eminence is nevertheless tempered in the aforementioned
preamble by the obligation for parties to take into account a
category of key stakeholders in the conservation of biodiversity:
local communities and indigenous populations.

Under its harmless exterior, this turnaround has changed the
very nature of debates and the content of decisions made. Local
knowledge has been reinstated: it can no longer be reduced to
mere mining predation; on the contrary, it is presented as
sustainable, especially knowledge “embodying traditional
lifestyles”. The reasoning behind this appears self-evident,
although its veracity is far from universally accepted: belonging
to a tradition seems to guarantee a certain antiquity, and if the
components of biodiversity are still in existence today, then this
is because their use is sustainable. Human activities are therefore
no longer excluded from conservation initiatives recommended
by the CBD, which advocates, for example, on-farm conserva-
tion of agricultural biological resources. Decisions give an
important place to humankind, and use an ecosystem approach
that includes anthropic factors that are no longer reduced to
their negative consequences alone. This revival has an immedi-
ate corollary, with serious implications: the change of status
granted to ecological knowledge and know-how. From tools for
sustainable use and management, they are increasingly seen as
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objects of conservation, and key components of the heritage to
be conserved, in the same way as the other elements of biodiver-
sity. They thus become potential tools for identity demands and
are found, for example, at the heart of struggles relating to the
recognition of the political and land rights of indigenous
peoples. The link between the indigenous issue and ecological
know-how is present in debates and has gained such importance
that the CBD now plays a key role in international negotiations
concerning the rights of indigenous communities.

Today, the aim is thus to conserve local practices, to control
their use and to exploit them. This implies identifying them in
order to draw up an inventory and to set up conservation and
monitoring mechanisms. It is also vital to reinforce the rights of
the custodian populations by promoting access legislation and
usage contracts. In this context it is no surprise that intellectual
property rights are thrust to the forefront. In fact, a large part of
the negotiations concerns intangible resources (knowledge),
especially those attached to the biological resources in question.
The challenge is to ensure that the exchange complies with
objectives for conservation and sustainable use, and that it is seen
as equitable by those involved.

The work of the CBD on local ecological knowledge is far
from complete. The process has in fact only just begun. Wishing
to remain open and available, negotiators from most interna-
tional authorities concerned with these issues have not yet
adopted the definitions and limited the meaning and content of
the often polysemic and controversial terms at the heart of
debates: tradition, natural heritage, local communities, indige-
nousness, etc. The first part of this book contains points of view
and thoughts on these concepts and the institutional agreements
that make it possible — or have done so throughout French
history — to acknowledge, or on the contrary to marginalize, the
local level and the indigenous issue.

The conservation and exploitation of ecological knowledge
hold an important place in current international concerns: these
issues are discussed in the second and third parts. The second
part examines various inventory and conservation mechanisms,
such as regional parks and conservatories. The third part reviews
initiatives concerning the exploitation of heritage, territorial
development and support for local products, among which the
protection of geographical indications plays a key role today.

General Introduction
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