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Abstract 

Recently, blockchain technology has attracted a lot of attention in the innovation and technology field, inter alia following the popularization of cryptocurrencies (e.g. Bitcoin). A blockchain is a transparent, immutable and distributed ledger that is composed of a chain of cryptographically linked and time-stamped ‘blocks’ containing batched transactions..
 By some, it is regarded as the panacea that will solve societal challenges in many different fields (from the financial and monetary sphere to the cultural sector and even our political system).
 By others, it is yet perceived as another means to exercise domination in a globalized world where the concentration of power with a handful of stakeholders excludes the majority from benefiting from technological innovation and overall development and welfare.
 

However, when ‘dispassionating’ the debate, one can consider blockchain as a mere IT-tool, which benefits and risks only depend on how it is used. Just like the law, such a tool could serve the ‘good’ or the ‘bad’, depending on the purposes sought and on the means implemented to reach the set objectives.

This paper analyzes if and how blockchain technology could serve as a tool facilitating the implementation of the Multilateral System of access and benefit-sharing (MLS) of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic resources for Food and Agriculture (the Treaty), thereby securing an adequate balance of social and private benefits. As the Treaty was not functioning efficiently after ten years of implementation, a review process was initiated in 2013 to enhance the functioning of its MLS. Indeed, some important stakeholders (e.g. seed industry, farmers) do not use the facilitated access procedure. Furthermore, the benefit-sharing mechanisms drastically lack funding and worldwide spread coverage, thereby limiting the potential benefits of the instrument. This situation fuels a growing distrust of the Global South towards the said objectives of fairness, equity and justice of such international instrument (i.e. reaching food security and alleviating poverty). This article investigates the resilience and risk potential of employing blockchain technology to the MLS. It concludes that the application of blockchain could serve the global distribution of the benefits of agricultural scientific and technological progress depending on how the law and governance framework will be developed to regulate its implementation.
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