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Key Findings
Regulations: Multiple regulatory pressures, beyond ABS. Managed in an 
integrated fashion only by the individual scientist
Individuals: ILs show heavy reliance on individual efforts to maintain trust 
and reciprocity
Strategies: Within the IL, diverse strategies coexist at the individual and 
project levels. This variation may be an asset for adjusting to different 
realities but difficult to manage in the context of regulatory uncertainty 
and different individual capacities
Organizations: So far, few organizations play a brokering role within ILs
Potential areas of intervention:

– Monitoring (monitoring coping strategies, assessing reliance on sources of 
germplasm…)

– Brokering (institutionalize social capital and trust, integrate ILs into local existing 
collaboration structures...)

– Policy Awareness/Guidance 



Case Study Methodology
1. Literature review
2. IL and project selection
3. Semi-structured interviews
4. Transcripts and qualitative analysis

1 https://feedthefuture.gov/lp/feed-future-innovation-labs

Innovation Labs1 Interviews IL size 
Sorghum and millet 32 82
Genomics for Poultry 6 9
Rift Valley Fever Control 5 10
Peanuts & Mycotoxin 16 118
Legumes 18 49
TOTAL 77

https://feedthefuture.gov/lp/feed-future-innovation-labs


ABS matters in ILs … for plants

ABS 
blockage

ABS risk 
perceptions

Other 
regulatory 
constraints

Poultry 0 + +++

Sorghum +++ ++/+++ ++

Peanuts ++ ++ +++

Legumes ++ +++ +

Rift Valley 0 0 +++

ABS blockages: + implicitly referred to; ++ described; +++ described and analyzed
ABS risk perceptions: + general; ++ defined; +++ defined and managed
Other regulatory constraints: + generally reported; ++ specifically reported; +++ specifically 
reported and managed





ABS combines with other significant 
regulatory pressures

• Proprietary frameworks sometimes limit the 
ability of scientists to design collaborations 
(SMIL, PMIL)

• Biosecurity is an essential determinant of 
project designs and collaboration structures 
(Poultry, RFV) 





Findings (1/5)

All interview subjects described strategies that fall into one or more of the 
five following categories: Compliance, Compromise, Avoidance, Defiance, 
Manipulation (Oliver, 91)

Individuals

Compliance: Maintenance of research plans while also complying with regulations

Compromise : Adjusted research (plan, location, collaboration pattern, 
organization) to accommodate rules and regulations

Avoidance: Change the research question in order to avoid regulations or shift to 
another location that enables them to gather the necessary materials

Defiance: Defying regulations (e.g. disguising shipping materials)

Manipulation: Rule manipulation occurs when rules for genetic resource access 
were not well developed and required negotiation on a case-by case basis

Some scientists engage in more than one strategy.  Within the IL, diverse 
strategies coexist at the project level.





Findings (2/5)

Difference in commercial values among species (beans vs peanuts) 
or within species (landraces vs breeding lines)

Resources

Difference in the geographic concentration/dispersion of diversity

Genetic resources are only one of many types resources and are 
integrated with other sets of resources (data, technology). In a 
research context, it is difficult to single out one and consider it 
separate from other  inputs to science

Not all resources are governed the same way (data  vs material)





Findings (3/5)

Scientist networks facilitate the exchange of materials
Academic ties are a strong driver of scientist collaboration within ILs
Reciprocity and mutual trust are built and maintained in most of the ILs

Network



Findings (4/5)

University policies inconsistently address ABS. In some cases, lot of autonomy 
left to scientists/others not

Organizations

ILs vary in their use of existing sub-regional developing country networks 
(Beans vs Sorghum)
Few organizations (national, regional, international) mediate regulatory 
tensions. Potential for research program (e.g. ILs) support  



Findings (5/5)
Institutions, norms

Friction between different sets of norms and policies
Few efforts to bridge open science and regulatory norms

Predominance of ad hoc rules which leave researchers with flexibility but 
leave aside those with less capacity or less awareness



This presentation is part of the “Potential and emerging impacts of the 
changing institutional landscape on the global exchange of genetic 
resources for food and agriculture (GRFA)” research project funded by 
USAID.

All data and findings concern Innovation Labs members. 

The project has been conducted by researchers at Arizona State University 
(CSTEPS), CIRAD and University of Illinois at Chicago.
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