
Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Plant breeding: what options to increase quality and yields, adopted by the Commission on 28 May 2014
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5.
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution highlights the importance of plant breeding for the future of agricultural production and for safeguarding food supply.

The resolution addresses a wide range of issues in relation to plant breeding: food security, challenges of climate change, falling productivity in some crops, appropriate length of intellectual protection of varieties, effective and competitive plant-breeding sector, preservation and development of plant and varietal diversity, research, agricultural sustainability, loss of specific plant protection products, development and use of new plant-breeding techniques and delays in assessing these techniques, biodiversity, participatory plant breeding, gene banks, more support of public institutions, concentration of enterprises, Seed legislation, important role of SMEs and long term financial support for plant breeding research.

The resolution calls on the Commission to:

· allocate financial resources to and to create a coherent structure for plant breeding research;

· examine and analyse the situation carefully and to propose effective and practical measures in order to meet the enormous challenges facing Europe’s breeders and farmers;

· elaborate an overall strategy on agricultural inputs, in particular on plant breeding;

· provide a policy framework that supports agricultural input sector as one of the key areas for the development of agricultural productivity and sustainability.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
In general, the Commission supports the aims presented.

Seed Law (paragraphs 1, 2, 3, 5, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 22)
A number of the presented aims, in particular increase of quality and yield, are important objectives of the Commission’s proposal for a Regulation on marketing plant reproductive material (Seed Law). The two pillars of the current legislation (registration of varieties/ control and certification of plant reproductive material before marketing) are maintained in order to ensure the availability of high quality seed and high performing plant varieties and to maintain the competiveness of the European seed sector (leading seed exporter in the world). In particular, provisions were developed with regard to variety registration in order to steer plant breeding and agricultural production into a more sustainable direction to adapt plant production to climate change (e.g. testing on resistance to diseases and drought).

Taking into account that the EU seed companies are highly diversified, according to their size, crops portfolio and activities carried out, and that SMEs still represent a high share of the EU seed market, the proposal aims to reduce costs and burdens and introduces considerable flexibility for operators and competent authorities – it is expected to foster innovation by speeding up market access of new improved varieties.

Plant genetic resources (paragraphs 9, 10, 12, 13, 14) and research (paragraphs 8, 11)
The EU has been a member of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture since 2004. The EU is therefore committed with regard to actions concerning conservation and sustainable use of plant diversity, as well as the availability of genetic resources for research, training and breeding.

The Commission proposal on Seed Law contains a lighter regime for traditional varieties to facilitate their marketing and use. New approaches on material intended for niche markets or heterogeneous material have been developed to further support conservation and marketing of a wide diversity of plant material. Moreover, specific rules are included with regard to fodder plants and the possibility to market mixtures, including preservation mixtures, in order to contribute to the conservation of genetic resources and the preservation of the natural environment.

In addition, the following other EU policies or actions concern the issue of conservation and use of plant diversity:

· Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 on support for rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) provides support for the conservation, sustainable use and development of genetic resources in agriculture for operations carried out by scientific institutions as well as for farmers;

· one call of "Horizon 2020" is dedicated to genetic resources for diversity and food security, with a focus in 2014 on traditional resources for agricultural diversity and food chain, and in 2015 on ex-situ conservation;

· the European Innovation Partnership (EIP) has set up a focus group on "Genetic Resources: co-operation models" which will addressed bottlenecks limiting cooperation between stakeholders.

Plant variety protection (intellectual protection) (paragraphs 17, 18)
Plant breeding requires significant investment as well as skilled scientific manpower. It takes a long time to develop a successful plant variety. To recover the costs of this research and development, plant breeders require an effective intellectual property protection that prevents others from copying their results but at the same time is not hindering access to breeding material and genetic diversity.

Regulation (EC) No 2100/94 on Community Plant Variety Rights (CPVR) sets rules for the granting of breeder’s rights which cover the entire territory of the EU. The Community Plant Variety Office (CPVO) is the agency responsible for the implementation of the Regulation. The CPVR is an efficient system for the intellectual protection of new plant varieties; more than 21.500 varieties are protected under this system. Furthermore, the EU is a member of the International agreement for plant variety protection UPOV (Union pour la Protection des Obtentions Végétales) for 10 years; the CPVR system is the biggest system in UPOV.

The duration of protection through the CPVR Regulation is currently 25 years for most varieties, and 30 years for trees, vines and potato; this duration is five years longer that the protection granted in third countries. The possibility to extend this period for certain species was granted for potato varieties a few years ago.

The breeder exemption enables plant diversity to be available for further breeding activities because acts done for the purpose of breeding other varieties are not subject to any restriction by the breeder. This reflects the fact that access to protected varieties contributes to sustain greatest progress in plant breeding and, thereby, to maximize the use of genetic resources by all types of breeders (e.g. individuals, farmers, researchers, seed companies).

GMO legislation: Assessing new breeding techniques (paragraphs 7, 31, 32)
The Commission is engaged in a process to clarify the legal status of new plant breeding techniques under the GMO legislation. Including or excluding a technique from the scope of Directive 2001/18/EC depends on the interpretation of the definition of GMO set out in Art. 2(2) of the Directive, which is complex and requires a thorough technical and legal analysis by the Commission. This analysis will be finalised this year. In parallel EFSA already adopted scientific opinions on three methods (cis-genesis, intra-genesis and zinc-finger nuclease) in February and October 2012.

Plant protection products: Minor uses and loss of specific products (paragraph 6)
Minor uses are uses of plant protection products that do not have sufficient marketing potential to invest in and apply for from a company perspective, due to their limited acreage (e.g. vegetable crops). The lack of investment by industry to get national authorisations results in a lack of authorised plant protection products available to farmers at EU level.

Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009 concerning the placing of plant protection products on the market provides that the Commission shall submit to the European Parliament and the Council of a report on the possible establishment of a European Fund on minor uses, accompanied, if appropriate by a legislative proposal.

The report was adopted on 18 February 2014. The Commission is therein proposing a grant of 350.000€ per year to support the creation of an external coordination facility/ platform on minor uses ("Technical Secretariat" on minor uses). Secondly, the Commission is currently supporting research on this area under the 7th research framework programme to establish a so-called ERANET on Integrated Pest Management (IPM ERANET) with reference to minor uses. Finally, since January 2014 all professional users have to apply the provisions of Directive 2009/128/EC on sustainable use of pesticides, and in particular the general principles of Integrated Pest Management, which include among others the use, where appropriate, of resistant/ tolerant cultivars and standard/ certified seed and other planting material.
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