General provisions – other treaties to join1 –
International Convention for the Protection of New Varieties
of Plants 1991 (UPOV91)
The concluded text2 requires TPP countries to join a number of additional intellectual
property (IP) treaties3. These include joining the Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT) and the
Budapest Treaty on the International Recognition of the Deposit of Microorganisms for the
Purposes of Patent Procedure4 which make it procedurally easier to apply for a patent so can
be expected to result in more products being patented. Malaysia, New Zealand and Vietnam
have not yet joined the Budapest Treaty,5 so these obligations would be new for them.
Although all current TPP countries are already PCT Parties, if future TPP countries have not
yet joined the TPP, these obligations would be new for them.

UPOV 91
One of the other treaties that TPP countries are required to join is the International
Convention for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants 1991 (UPOV91).6 UPOV91
emphasises seed company rights over farmers’ rights compared to UPOV78. For example:7
o

UPOV 91 requires IP protection to be provided to all species (compared to UPOV78’s 24
species)

o

UPOV91 requires IP protection for 20 or 25 years (compared to UPOV78’s 15 or 18
years)

o

UPOV91 stops farmers from exchanging their seed (something which is allowed under
UPOV78) which is inconsistent with the practices of farmers in many developing
nations, where seeds are exchanged for purposes of crop and variety rotation

Brunei, Malaysia, Mexico and New Zealand are TPP countries which are not yet members of
UPOV91,8 so complying with UPOV91 would be new for them. (Chile is not yet a member but
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its existing USFTA required it to ratify/accede to UPOV91 by 1/1/2009). Countries (except
India) can no longer join UPOV78, so if they join UPOV, they must join the 1991 version.
UPOV’s Office of the Union examines the plant variety protection (PVP) laws of countries
seeking to join UPOV and only recommends the Council allows a country to join once the
PVP law complies with UPOV to the Office’s satisfaction. In the case of Malaysia, that means
changing its PVP law in a number of ways including to:9
o

Give seed companies longer monopolies

o

Prohibit farmers from exchanging seed they have saved

o

Remove its biosafety protections and anti-biopiracy provisions

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to food stated that ‘The strengthening of
breeders’ rights in the 1991 UPOV Convention is also a concern in this regard. . . No State
should be forced to establish a regime for the protection of intellectual property rights
which goes beyond the minimum requirements of the TRIPS Agreement’10
Due to concerns that UPOV91 would violate the Treaty of Waitangi, New Zealand has a
specific Annex on this issue.11 See Appendix 1 below for analysis of whether this TPP Annex
solves the problem.
In addition to the requirement to join UPOV91, there are a number of other provisions in
this chapter that can keep the costs of inputs for farmers high for longer12. These more
specific/direct provisions include: patents on plant derived inventions,13 patents on new
uses of agricultural chemicals (eg from being used to kill weed type A to killing weed type
B),14 patent term extensions for delays in processing by the patent office15 and market
exclusivity on agricultural chemicals16. Analysis of these additional IP provisions that can
affect agriculture can be found in the patent section.
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Annex: Treaty of Waitangi Exception to UPOV 1991
ANNEX TO IP CHAPTER 3 {UPOV NEW ZEALAND}
1. Notwithstanding the obligations in Article QQ.A.8, and subject to paragraphs 2 through 4 of this
Annex, New Zealand shall:
(a) accede to the UPOV (1991) Convention within three years of the date of entry into force
of this Agreement for New Zealand; or
(b) adopt a sui generis plant variety rights system that gives effect to the UPOV (1991)
Convention within three years of the date of entry into force of this Agreement for New
Zealand.
2. Nothing in paragraph 1 shall preclude the adoption by New Zealand of measures it deems
necessary to protect indigenous plant species in fulfillment of its obligations under the Treaty of
Waitangi, provided that such measures are not used as a means of arbitrary or unjustified
discrimination against a person of another Party.
3. The consistency of any measures referred to in paragraph 2 with the obligations in paragraph 1
shall not be subject to the dispute settlement provisions of this Agreement.
4. The interpretation of the Treaty of Waitangi, including as to the nature of the rights and
obligations arising under it, shall not be subject to the dispute settlement provisions of this
Agreement. Chapter BBB (Dispute Settlement) shall otherwise apply to this Annex. A panel
established under BBB.7 (Establishment of a Panel) may be requested to determine only whether any
measure referred to in paragraph 2 is inconsistent with a Party’s rights

Analysis17:
The Treaty of Waitangi is an agreement between the representatives of Maori tribes
and the British Crown made in 1840. Its meaning is contested. The Maori
understanding is that the Treaty guarantees the tribes their continued authority over
their tangible and intangible domains, tantamount to continued sovereignty.18 The
Crown claims the Treaty gave the British sovereignty over what is now New Zealand,
with limited protections for Maori over property.
The Waitangi Tribunal was established in 1975 to inquire into alleged breaches by
the Government (referred to as the Crown) of its obligations under the Treaty, with
powers to recommend redress by the Crown. One such claim relates to indigenous
17
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knowledge, including flora and fauna, commonly known as WAI-262. The claim was
lodged in 1991 but Tribunal's report Ko Aotearoa Tenei was not issued until 2011.
The Crown has still not implemented many of its recommendations.19
While the claim was before the Tribunal the Crown recognised that Maori are likely
to view UPOV91 as a breach of the Treaty of Waitangi. An official document on the
‘Review of the Plant Varieties Act 1987 in 2002 observed:
“if, for example, a person were to go into a national park or conservation land, take
an indigenous plant, and use it develop a new variety, then, under UPOV 91, that
person would be considered to be the “breeder” of the new variety. It would not be
possible, under the provisions of UPOV 91, to refuse to grant a PVR (or revoke a
granted PVR) on the grounds that the breeder had not obtained (for example) prior
informed consent to use the variety in that way. Ratification of UPOV 91 is likely to
be strongly opposed by many Māori, in particular the WAI 262 claimants. They may
consider that ratification of UPOV 91 would be in breach of the Crown’s obligations
under the Treaty of Waitangi”.
The recommendation was ‘that UPOV 91 not be ratified at this time, but that
ratification be considered after the WAI 262 claim has been resolved and work on a
bioprospecting policy is completed, or within three years of this decision, whichever is
sooner.’20
In July 2015 a number of prominent Maori, including those involved with the WAI
262 claim, lodged a claim with the Waitangi Tribunal that the Trans-Pacific
Partnership Agreement would violate the Crown’s obligations to them under the
Treaty. The grounds included the prospect that the Crown would foreclose its ability
to properly protect Maori rights to traditional knowledge, including plants and
seeds, by a requirement that New Zealand adopt UPOV 1991, which was revealed by
leaked texts of the intellectual property chapter. 21
The Crown’s arguments to the Waitangi Tribunal denied that this was a problem,
claiming that it had always protected Maori rights under the Treaty of Waitangi
through a special exception in previous free trade agreements. It declined to confirm
that this provision would be included in the TPPA, and was unwilling to allow an
independent review of the adequacy of that exception. 22
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The claimants argued that the exception would not protect their rights in relation to
traditional knowledge because the wording only preserves the Crown’s right to give
more favourable treatment to Maori, and would therefore not be applicable to a
decision to ratify an international agreement such as UPOV 1991.23
This Annex is an implicit recognition of that problem, and adapts the standard Treaty
of Waitangi exception in an attempt to provide that protection. It did not appear in
previous leaked intellectual proeprty chapters and appears to be a direct response to
the Waitangi Tribunal claim.
However, it does not provide guaranteed protection to Maori:


The government has to decide that protection of indigenous plant species is an
obligation under the Treaty of Waitangi, and one on which it decides to act.
There is nothing Maori can do to require it to do so.



Failure to do so within the three year period would require the government to
take one of two actions:
(i)
ratify UPOV 1991, which would effectively foreclose any future
government taking a different view of its obligations as it would be
extremely unlikely that a government would subsequently renounce
the treaty; or
(ii)
adopt a domestic law that would have an equivalent effect, which a
future government could amend.



The Crown’s interpretation of its Treaty obligations cannot be challenged under
the TPP’s dispute settlement chapter. But another party can still lodge a dispute
on the grounds that New Zealand’s measures constitute arbitrary or unjustifiable
discrimination against one of its persons. That would constrain the kind of
measures that the government might adopt.



Ironically, it is likely that the second option under paragraph 1 (domestic law)
would now have a discriminatory element, which could then create the risk of
claims that it is arbitrary or unjustifiable.



That problem arises from the obligation in paragraph 1 to take action relating to
UPOV 1991, and seek to accommodate Maori within it. The only full protection
for Maori rights under the Treaty would be to exclude New Zealand from the
UPOV 1991 obligation.



This Annex applies only to the UPOV 1991 Convention. It is interesting to
consider whether similar concerns might be raised regarding the requirement
that New Zealand adopt the Budapest Treaty on Microrganisms, to which it is not
currently a party. Patenting of life forms and loss of national control over such
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applications are likely to be of concern to Maori for similar reasons to UPOV
1991.

