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Sector by sector overview > biotrade

Newly formed union 
promotes business 
engagement in CBD
 
Gus Le Breton and Rodolfo Guttilla, 
respond to questions on establishment of 
the Union for Ethical BioTrade. 

What is ‘Ethical BioTrade’?
Gus Le Breton (GLB) — ‘Ethical BioTrade’ 
is the term used to describe a particular 
set of business practices that contribute, 
in a systematic way, towards sustainable 
development, including biodiversity con-
servation. It is a sincere attempt to har-
ness the power of business as a partner to-
wards achieving this goal. Ethical BioTrade 
is based on the BioTrade Principles and 
Criteria defined by the UN Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), broadly 
centred on the CBD objectives. The work 
of the UNCTAD BioTrade initiative has been 
recognized by Parties in various COP deci-
sions. 

What is the Union for Ethical BioTrade?
GLB — The Union is a membership-based 
organization whose members, trading and 
non-trading, have all made a commitment 
to integrate Ethical BioTrade practices 
into their business model. It was publicly 
launched in October 2007.

Why create a Union?
Rodolfo Guttilla (RG) — Primarily because 
we are all venturing into new territory and 
we think the journey will be easier in the 
company of others. But we are also, of 
course, hoping to gain collective recogni-
tion for our efforts in trying to promote 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable 
development more generally. 

How does it work?
GLB — On joining the Union, a company 
undergoes a detailed assessment that 

compares its current business practices 
with Ethical BioTrade practices. From this, 
a work-plan is developed which should see 
the company reaching compliance with 
the Ethical BioTrade standard within less 
than five years. For companies at the end 
of the supply chain, this signifies estab-
lishing management systems that promote 
Ethical BioTrade. For actors at the begin-
ning of the supply chain, this signifies good 
practices in the sourcing areas. The mem-
ber then reports annually on its progress, 
and is required to submit to periodic third 
party assessments. 

RG — Natura, for instance, has reviewed 
its sourcing and R&D policies in light of the 
requirements of the Union for Ethical Bi-
oTrade. It made the necessary changes and 
is now working with its providers and com-
munity suppliers to put these policies into 
practice further down the supply chain. 

Who can join the union?
RG — Any corporate entity active in the 
BioTrade arena and which is seriously com-
mitted to the CBD, whether a trading com-
pany or a support organization, can apply 
for membership. At this stage, the primary 
focus is on companies in the cosmetics and 
personal care markets. 

GLB — In our daily business activities, we 
witness that consumer awareness on fair 
trade and sustainability issues is growing 
rapidly in this sector. There is thus a strong 
incentive for businesses in this sector to 
start aligning corporate policies and prac-
tices with the objectives of the Conven-
tion.

What are the business benefits?
GLB — The Union is a grouping of like-
minded companies. There is a great deal 
that members can learn and gain from 
each other, and a big part of the benefit 
simply comes from this collective associa-
tion. This is one of the main drivers behind 
the new membership applications that we 
receive. However, it is more than that. 
Companies that are going that extra mile 
with respect to access and equitable ben-
efit-sharing, fairer trade or biodiversity 
conservation practices, would like to get 
recognition for their efforts. Membership 
of the Union, and the third party verifi-
cation that goes with it [see box], enables 
companies to do this. 

RG — Natura, for instance, has submitted 
a large number of access and benefit shar-
ing requests to the Brazilian Government, 
a process that is often complex and time 
consuming. 

GLB — Members invest a lot in sourcing 
practices that assure sustainable use of 

biodiversity. PhytoTrade Africa now sup-
ports members with such practices, but in 
the future we look to the market to recog-
nise these efforts and bear the additional 
costs. 

How does the Union work with govern-
ments?
GLB — As the Union grows, it will work 
on engaging governments and companies 
into constructive dialogue. The Union is 
frequently approached by companies that 
are keen to know more about the CBD. 
After COP-9, UNCTAD and the Union are 
therefore planning discussions with com-
panies from the cosmetics and personal 
care sector and CBD national focal points 
from developed and developing countries. 
These meetings intend to increase mutual 
understanding and make a contribution to 
national biodiversity strategies that effec-
tively promote business engagement. 

What activities are you planning at 
COP-9?
RG — This will be the first CBD COP since 
the Union for Ethical BioTrade was estab-
lished, and we will of course actively par-
ticipate. We intend to take the opportu-
nity to present the Union to delegates and 
show the positive contribution members 
can make to the CBD objectives. We will 
organize a side event and have a stand at 
the ‘Expo for Diversity’; we invite all read-
ers to pay us a visit at stand 45. In addi-
tion, member companies will actively par-
ticipate in the different events organized 
during the COP. Natura, for example, will 
join the German business and biodiversity 
initiative. 

UEBT verification framework

The verification framework used by 
the Union is derived from the BioTrade 
principles and criteria as defined by 
UNCTAD. After a long consultation 
period, this verification framework was 
adopted in September 2007. The Ethical 
BioTrade framework contains 7 principles, 
which are broken down in criteria and 
indicators: 

1. Conservation of biodiversity.
2. Sustainable use of biodiversity.
3. Fair and equitable benefit sharing 
derived from the use of biodiversity.
4. Socio-economic sustainability.
5. Compliance with national and 
international legislation.
6. Respect for the right of actors involved 
in BioTrade activities.
7. Clarity about land-tenure, right of use 
and access to natural resources.

UEBT at COP-9

Side event: 26 May, lunchtime, Maritim / Planck
Expo: stand #45  
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GLB — The COP will also give member 
companies an opportunity to see the inter-
governmental machinery at work, provide 
insight in the issues at stake, and illustrate 
the different views and wide range of 
stakeholders involved in the debates. 

What would you like to achieve by COP-
10?
RG — By 2010 we plan to be a solidly es-
tablished association with sufficient criti-
cal mass in terms of membership to make a 
real impact on the way business is done in 
our target sectors. For this we are reach-
ing out to companies at both ends of the 
supply chain. In the running up to COP-10, 
we expect therefore significant level of ac-
tivity by our members in trying to put the 
BioTrade Principles into practice. This will 
certainly pose challenges to the companies 
and their providers and will raise many 
practical questions. 

GLB — Already members turn to us for 
guidance and advice, and we expect these 
requests to rise. At the COP-10 and its pre-
paratory events, we expect to share these 
experiences with the parties and contrib-
ute with concrete inputs to the policy dis-
cussions. 

Gus Le Breton is President of the Board of the Union 
for Ethical BioTrade, and CEO of PhytoTrade Africa (the 
Southern Africa Natural Products Trade Association). 
Rodolfo Guttilla is Vice-President of the Union’s Board, 
and Director of Corporate Affairs, Natura Cosméticos 
SA, Brazil.

The Union for Ethical BioTrade is a non-profit, 
membership-based organization. The Board of the 
Union includes private sector, trade associations, 
NGOs, and National BioTrade Programmes. 

www.ethicalbiotrade.org
info@ethicalbiotrade.org

“The COP will also give member companies an opportunity to see the 
intergovernmental machinery at work, provide insight in the issues at stake, 
and illustrate the different views and wide range of stakeholders involved in 
the debates” Above: rural harvesters in northern Namibia deliver Kalahari melon seed. Photo courtesy of PhytoTrade Africa
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Bolivia’s biotrade 
experience

By Ruth Delgado

Biotrade, a relatively new concept, is 
defined like those activities of col-
lection/production, transformation, 

and commercialisation of goods and serv-

ices derived from native biodiversity (ge-
netic resources, species and ecosystems), 
under criteria of environmental, social and 
economic sustainability. Biotrade activities 
are framed within the global conservation 
and development objectives established by 
the CBD, the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (CITES), the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDG) and the Commission on 
Sustainable Development (CSD).

The programme
The year 2003, the Government of Bolivia, 
the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) and the Gov-
ernment of the Netherlands and the Swiss 
Confederation signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding to support the execution of 
the Biotrade National Programme (Progra-
ma Nacional de Biocomercio Sostenible - 
PNBS) in Bolivia. In 2005, Friends of Nature 
Foundation (Fundación Amigos de la Natu-

raleza — FAN) was appointed as Technical 
Focal Point for the PNBS. The Programme 
is to facilitate the trade of products and 
services of native biodiversity, produced 
with ecologic, social and economic sus-
tainability criteria and thereby to gener-
ate income for the country.

The PNBS – Bolivia was designed to alleviate 
four issues: First, a weak regulatory frame-
work; Second, an underdeveloped market 
for biodiversity products and services with 
little added value; Third, difficult access 
to capital; and Fourth, lack of knowledge 
among the general public on biotrade and 
its potential. 

The Programme was divided into four com-
ponents: (1) Strengthening of regulatory 
framework and implementation capacity; 
(2) Development of value chains; (3) Fi-
nancial systems; and (4) Information and 
training. Activities for each one of these 

continued on page 30




