Few points on the award of IBC, Ethiopia

Natural historians and biologists have long recognized that particular areas harbored
unusually diverse and rich stores of crop germplasm. One contribution of N. I.
Vavilov (Russian scientist) was to perceive that these stores were important resources
for crop improvement. Once the stores of crop germplasm were identified, a
worldwide effort was initiated, first to sample and then to conserve the genetic
diversity of major food crops.

Shortly after Vavilov’s observation, it was noted that these concentrations of crop
germplasm were vulnerable to loss, as technological and economic change occur. The
rapid entry into force of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) reflected the
level of concern about continued biodiversity loss. The concern of the loss of genetic
resources (genetic erosion) in turn has led to the establishment of the International
Board for Plant Genetic Resources (IBPGR), which coordinates a global network of
gene banks to provide plant breeders with genetic resources for improving crops.

The concern of the rapid loss of genetic resources has led to the establishment of the
gene banks in many countries, including the Ethiopian gene bank, which has
established in 1976. Apparently, landraces and wild relatives of crop genetic
resources that are collected from the country and donated from other parts of the
world are placed in the gene bank for conservation and/or utilization purposes.

By the way, Ethiopia is one of the eight Vavilovian gene centers of the world
particularly in crop genetic resources.

It is true that the Ethiopian gene bank, which holds the largest collections in Africa,
was the pioneer gene bank in Africa. The effort of the previous scientists working in
the Ethiopian gene bank was great, that they managed to collect, at least to sample,
the genetic materials the country has, before they eliminated for ever. Again those
scientists have invested much effort to establish an in situ conservation strategy that
would complement to the existing ex situ gene bank through a novel approach of
establishing community seed banks (very special to Ethiopia).

However, currently the Institute of Biodiversity is growing in a diminishing rate of
growth. The gene bank is becoming just simply a museum of genetic resources that
are remaining silent for over decades. The farmers’ of Ethiopia, the care takers of the
genetic resources of the country, have no access to the gene bank at all. This time,
many senior scientists are leaving the institute for a simple reason that loosing an
interest. No one is really questioning why this so. The management of the institute is
not only poor in their managerial skills but also people of no vision that lacks the
proper scientific knowledge of gene bank management.

Moreover, very little attention is given by the government officials who are
responsible for the institute at higher body. The vice prime minster of the country,
His Excellency Ato Addisu Legesse, who is responsible for the institute, wrongly



guided by the previous state minister, Ato Belay Ejigu, seems to give very less
attention to all the problems the institute has.

| heard that IBC has won the Sultan Qaboos Environmental Preservation Prize. | do
agree with award, but | don’t believe that the award could show the current status.
The award is due to the past effort of the good office and the scientists there.

From the government side, a clear understanding on the role of institute is needed,
because if properly managed, the gene bank has a hidden gold (better than the
Ogden’s oil) in which the life of future generation will depend on.
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