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The livestock sector is an important contributor to global food security.  Approximately 70 percent of the world’s poor depend on livestock for at least part of their livelihood.  Effective management of the genetic diversity of farm animals is necessary in order to meet rapidly rising demand for livestock products and to facilitate adaptation to emerging livestock diseases and climate change-induced environmental stresses.  Based upon country reports and their synthesis in the State of the World’s Animal Genetic Resources, FAO estimates that about 20 percent of the more than 7,000 livestock breeds are at risk.  Because most countries are interdependent on livestock genetic resources, the threat to diversity is a global concern.  

To address this global concern a Global Plan of Action (GPA) was negotiated over the past year in the FAO Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture and one of its subsidiary bodies, the Inter-governmental Technical Working Group on Animal Genetic Resources (ITWG).  The GPA, as adopted in Interlaken, consists of three parts – Introduction, Strategic Priorities for Action, and Implementation and Financing.  The Strategic Priorities for Action cover inventory and characterization, sustainable use, conservation, and capacity building.  The most difficult negotiations concerned the section on implementation and financing.  The final compromise recognizes a need for “substantial and additional resources”, including financial resources, capacity building and technology transfer, but does not make specific commitments.  Furthermore, the GPA makes clear that the main responsibility for implementation rests with national governments.  

As part of the conference the Interlaken Declaration was developed and is a political commitment to implement the Global Plan of Action.  Noting the loss of genetic diversity and the need for prompt action, it recognizes the GPA as a comprehensive and coherent framework for the management of farm animal genetic resources.  It calls for assistance to developing countries to implement the GPA.  It recommends that “concrete steps be taken to ensure an adequate increase in financial resources to support the implementation of the Global Plan of Action” without obligating countries or institutions to financial commitments.

The Interlaken documents – the State of the World Report, the Global Plan of Action, and the Declaration – are the result of a long but productive process to focus attention on the animal genetic resource issues.  The scientific basis for the GPA is generally sound, though lack of data is a limiting factor in both the analysis and conclusions that underpin the GPA. The potentially contentious issues of livestock keeper’s rights and access and benefit sharing did not present themselves as major discussion points or obstacles in reaching agreements on the GPA. The final results of the conference were warmly welcomed by all delegates.  The GPA will be a useful document to guide the work of FAO, the Commission on Genetic Resources, and national governments. The North American (Canada and the U.S.) delegations played key roles in developing a coherent GPA and in developing consensus language on implementation and financing. 
The Global Plan of Action, the Interlaken Declaration, and Implementation documents can be seen in English at: http://www.fao.org/ag/againfo/programmes/en/genetics/documents/Interlaken/GPA_en.pdf






