Defending the Genetic Commons

Our history textbooks tell us that the enclosure of the commons began in England in the Middle Ages, when wealthy landowners seized and fenced grazing lands once used by all. Over the past centuries we have seen the rapidly increasing enclosure of land, water, biodiversity, airwaves, and even outer space. As a result of this legalized thievery of our commons, we cannot use much of our Land without trespassing, walk our streets without getting run over, or even be assured of clean and safe drinking water.

Now, with the advent of genetic engineering, we are witnessing the final assault. The vast biological commons, the very building blocks of life, are being transformed into patentable commodities. Corporations are scouring the globe for valuable plant, animal-and human-genes that they can claim as their own property. Thousands of gene patents have been given to corporations.

An egregious example of what this means for us are the patents on a breast cancer gene given in 1998 to a biotech company, Myriad Genetics. A few months after gaining the gene patents, the company, threatened to sue the University of Pennsylvania, asserting that researchers at the university who had been using the genes for years in research and diagnosis were now in violation of the patents on this genetic material. As a result, the university halted its clinical testing of women for breast cancer susceptibility related to this gene. Many years of research on breast cancer were lost when the university. program was abandoned. These genes should have been available for public research, but the patent gave them to one company excluding all others.

And it's not just one gene or one patent. Several recent studies revealed that more than 25 percent of laboratory physicians have abandoned clinical tests they had developed, and 48 percent stopped developing disease tests, because of patents granted to corporations. The result of the corporate enclosure of the genetic commons is a major Loss of research on disease prevention.

As biotech corporations race to patent our bodies and much of the natural world, the time to reverse the enclosure of our genetic commons is now.

