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Letter to the Editor

Correction
A sidebar article in HerbalGram 75 (page 36) contains 

some errors. “Seeds under Siege,” written by Suzanne 
Edwards, incorrectly states that the Vavilov Scientific 
Research Institute in St. Petersburg, Russia, contains 

“a collection of more than 380,000 
plants…” In this context, the word 
“plants” could be interpreted to 
mean “species,” which is certainly 
not the case. According to its Web 
page (www.vir.nw.ru), the Vavilov 
Institute “maintains a herbarium of 
260,000 specimens.” Furthermore, 

We at Naturex have been mystified 
by misinformation in recent media 
reports about our MacaPure® and 
MacaTonic™ extracts, which are made 
from maca grown in Peru through our 
patented extraction process. The most 
hurtful rumor is that we have some-
how engaged in biopiracy—a serious 
charge that means removing a natural 
resource and prohibiting indigenous 
people from using that resource. Bi-
opiracy is anathema to Naturex’s core 
values as a company. Consequently, 
this misinformation could not be 
further from the truth.

Contrary to some allegations, Naturex’s patents concerning the 
MacaPure and MacaTonic extracts are bona fide and legitimate, 
and our company’s work in Peru has been conducted honor-
ably and ethically; Naturex’s MacaPure and MacaTonic extracts 
have provided Peruvians with the opportunity to reap substantial 
economic benefits. These are the facts:

1. The patents protecting the MacaPure and MacaTonic extracts 
created something new. Pure World (which Naturex acquired in 
2005) obtained patents for isolating and extracting the maca plant’s 
key active compounds, which have attributes that enhance male 
virility. These patents were the product of Pure World’s significant 
investment in the process, and they protect Naturex’s innovations 
and investments, which ultimately have a health benefit. 

Some people claim that the extracts possess the same properties 
found in the native plant, but we disagree. Pure World identified 
unique components in the maca plant that created something new, 
and those are the basis of the patents.

While we proudly acknowledge that Peruvians first discovered 
the benefits of the maca plant centuries ago, it took Pure World’s 
isolation and extraction of maca’s key components to make it 
broadly marketable as a valuable consumer product. 

2. Our substantial investment and research bolstered the market for 
a Peruvian export. We have promoted maca worldwide, and we have 
done so ethically and legally. 

Through our sales of the MacaPure and MacaTonic extracts, 
we have created a demand for our product that supports many 
Peruvian maca farmers and have introduced Peruvian culture and 
history to many who would not otherwise have encountered or 
appreciated it. Annually, Naturex purchases several hundred thou-
sand dollars worth of maca from Peruvian farmers. 

3. At Naturex we believe in giving back to the communities where 
we do business and we’re doing that in Peru. 

To honor Peruvians for their discovery of maca centuries ago, 
Naturex will grant free licenses under Naturex’s patents to any 
100% Peruvian-owned company in Peru to manufacture maca 
extract for sale to end users—something that will provide further 
support to the Peruvian economy. 

Beyond granting these licenses, we are doing our best to put more 
money into the hands of maca-growing Peruvian families. Recently, 
Naturex voluntarily increased the purchasing price paid to maca 
growers in the Peruvian highlands. Pricing pressures from foreign 
buyers have put terrible limits on the earning potential of maca 
growers. By increasing our commitments to maca growers and the 
maca trade in general, Naturex will be able to produce superior 
quality maca products, protect the natural Andean environment, 
and enhance the future for some of the Andean people.

In addition, the Naturex Foundation, which opens this summer, 
will make social development grants to communities in which we 
do business, including Peru. Naturex is a corporate leader in its 
commitment to the environment and social responsibility and a 
member of the United Nations Global Compact, which means we 
believe in responsible corporate citizenship. 

Antoine Dauby 
Marketing Manager, Naturex 

Avignon, France

Naturex Responds to “Allegations of Biopiracy”

the sidebar incorrectly states that within the purported 
380,000 plant collection, “25,000 … are now extinct 
in the wild.” Again, in this context, the number 25,000 
could be interpreted as referring to species, which of 
course is incorrect. According to the 2007 IUCN Red 
List of Threatened Species (http://www.iucnredlist.
org/info/tables/table6b), 88 plant species are globally 
extinct and 28 are extinct in the wild.  The American 
Botanical Council regrets these errors and apologizes 
for any inconvenience they may have caused. 
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SOS institutions utilize their volunteer force to assist in collect-
ing.

Botanical or phytomedicinal researchers may be interested in 
collaborative research and development of native plant materi-
als. Most germplasm collection systems offer plant material to 
researchers and educators at little or no cost. The NPGS is inter-
ested in increasing the holdings of current collections and encour-
ages anyone interested to contact them as they, like SOS, have 
very specific protocols to follow for collection of native species. 
They also encourage researchers to house their specimens with 
them for long-term storage and distribution once research has 
been completed in order to prevent degradation of samples. There 
have been far too many reported incidences of loss of valuable 
germplasm after research has been completed due to lack of proper 
storage conditions. Again, similarly to SOS, they collect voucher 
specimens for all new accessions along with passport data associ-
ated with their origins and precise details concerning propagation. 
Passport Data Collection includes but is not limited to global 
positioning system coordinates, county, state, directions to site, 
elevation, aspect, slope, soil type, habitat, plant associates, popu-
lation size, photograph, and voucher specimen.

Genebanking is One Step in Conservation
Genebanking is an important ex situ (outside native habitat) 

conservation strategy that contributes to the dynamic process of 
maintaining and retaining native plant germplasm. But it is just 
one step in a larger conservation effort. Equally important are in 
situ (within native habitat) conservation, public education, propa-
gation research, restoration activities, and other important activities 
that are critical to long-term conservation. 

Megan Haidet is the communications coordinator for the Plant 
Conservation Alliance. Mary Byrne is the national collections data 
manager for the Seeds of Success program, coordinated within the 
Bureau of Land Management for the US branch of the Royal Botanic 
Garden, Kew’s Millennium Seed Bank. Joe-Ann McCoy, PhD, serves 
as the medicinal plant curator for the North Central Regional Plant 
Introduction Station. 
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Russian botanist Nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov (1887–1943) created 
a seed bank so large and diverse that his assistants risked their 
lives for its preservation during the siege of Leningrad in the final 
years of WWII in Russia. Vavilov is revered as a plant geographer 
extraordinaire and a pioneer in modern plant genetics. In 1921, 
Vavilov was appointed director of the Bureau of Applied Botany in 
Leningrad and expanded its mission to include major international 
seed-collecting expeditions, transforming the Bureau into a vast 
repository for seed and plant germplasm from around the world. 
Today, the Bureau is known as the N.I. Vavilov Scientific Research 
Institute of Plant Industry.1

Beginning in 1941, the German siege of Leningrad lasted for 872 
days. The Germans invaded Russia and captured Stalingrad but 
stopped short at Leningrad when they met fierce resistance. From 
that point on the Germans blockaded the city, isolating Leningrad 
from incoming food, water, and firewood. The people of Leningrad 
turned to eating their pets, pigeons, and lastly rats. Fourteen of 
Vavilov’s assistants stayed at the Vavilov Institute for the winter 
to protect the plants and seeds from pests, freezing weather, and 
starving people.2 When the siege ended in 1944 a third of Lenin-
grad’s population had died but the Germans were defeated and 
Vavilov’s seed bank endured.3

Those who travel to the Vavilov Institute 20 miles south of St. 
Petersburg (formerly known as Leningrad) will find a collection 
of more than 380,000 plants, including valuable genetic material 
belonging to plants found only in the former Soviet Union—25,000 
of which are now extinct in the wild.1
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Seeds Under Siege
By Suzanne Edwards

Editor’s Note: The following letter was written in response to the article, Peruvian Maca and Allegations of Biopiracy, written by 
Josef Brinckmann and published in HerbalGram (2007;75:44-53).
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