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ECRETS OF ANCIENT MAYA CURES
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that, they believe, may have a
commercial value ;

Those who say that projects
such as Berlin's pose the threat
of new colonial abuses point to
the example of a Colorado-based

By MICHAEL RILEY well as drug-company stockhoid- seed company that bought a sack
ers. of vellow beans in northern

O e Ao Its sweep takes in the ethics of

the science of bioted y. the
fight over the potential riches that
could result if researchers de-

Mexico in 1994. The company
hfmughl the beans to the United
olates and, aller two years of se-
lective cultivation, won a patent

. ] A g

CHENALHBHO, Mexico — A
Mava woman with a face thal

seems to reflect the knowledge of  velop a major new drug and the there
centuries leans over a pot. tweaks Erowing assertiveness of indig- The company, POD-NERS

a handful of herbs and drops
them into the boiling water

enous rights that view the
mining of their cultures as

LLC,, later filed suit against U.S

importers of Mexican yellow

mtwmkm i Wmmx W lmﬂmmmmmm saying r:mﬂﬁ' z{rhlm””“"*' they must pay it
. s : a rovaity, even though {: e
bubbling brew of medicinal herbs no want to be used sosth of the bordee Reileen
turns an acrid green. as objects of study. Th '+ don't growing the beans for centuries.
m woman, a healer. folm a want be used as some Iund of The Mexican government has
recipe hidden somewhere in her  steppingstone for the patenting of 5 vowed to fight the patent i US
memory, an artifact of an ancient - their resources and their tradi- cont: |
culture passed like a precious tions,” says Ana Valades, an ad- In another case, 1'Oreal, the
stape from generalion 1o genera-  Viser to Compitch, an indigenous H French cosmetics giant Won 2
tion since before Columbus. organization that L*-:‘ hun- i US. patent for kava, a ceremibnial

Nearby, an American re-
searcher dressed in a neon-biue

midwives in Chiapas.

plant used for centuries in Fin
and Samoa. Over the objections

;ﬁnsﬁck&rmﬂ mking boots stud- T“The, scientijic cm_nmunity.“ of tribal leaders, the company is
ies the woman as she works. An  Valades says, doesn i seem 1o working to develop from the plan
ethnobiologist from the Univer- have patience with this new voice, a commercial product that could

sity of G ia. Brent Beriin di-
rects a m research proj-
ect designed to develop modern

m from the medicinal plants

this new self-confidence of indig-
enous peoples.”

Thousands of miles away. in an
office in Bethesda, Md., patience

tight hair loss
In Costa Rica, a local company.
i . . . 41 y
INBio, signed a $1 million con
tract with Merck to provide the

| t.h.at ' in the is far f{rom pharmaceutical giant with speci-
high agdS of % Joshua Rosen- mens of plants from that eoun
Mexico's south- N ti!al*s mind. The {ry’'s biological reserves. But simi
r.-n;m state of w d?!’ﬂ'(‘tﬂl‘ ol 81X lar species also grow in Colombia,
, Vo, Lesnd NG bmpmspectmg and indigenous activists there are
As he watches funded claiming the deal violates their

the National rights over the same plants.
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Institutes of

In the United States, the drug

pium-oid cure | - | | _l-lealth. ‘“L?“{d' company IPMC won a patent for
for diard o ALl i ing Berlin's, avahuasca, a medicinal plant
worries that the | - ah 3 r - '| BBSEHIhH] ,be' used by people i the Amazon ba
mw m i G;!é”er .fam hE\’ES \‘.hﬁt tme sin that researchers believe may
this and other | -~ o | i IS running out be useful in the development of
Maya Indian L:{ b;?&ﬁ'?ﬁ .. | for scienlists lo psychotropic drugs. Tribal lepd
ritnals could be- [ f i m U'!E? medi- ers flew to Washmgton o object,
come lost . BARAR T cal traditions of and the U.S. Patent Commission
er. / ancient cultures later withdrew the patent

At the dawn of  such as the Berlin, a former president of
the 21st century, \ Guatemal l Maya's. the International Society lor Eth
the most valu- : UEISIANE | “There's & nobiology and author of part of

able (reasure

% danger that we

the society's ethics code, says hs

him in Mexi- Cmmu::ie will lose the op- has tned to address some of the
o' badond " tion to preserve concerns raised by indigenous
jungles and this knowledge neoples

misty highlands not be
oil but knowles uéﬁ

as the biediversily and these tra-

To meet Mexwo's requirement
for informed consent of the com

or 4 i knowl ent ditional cultures disappear,”
| medical tradilions could contain Rosenthal says. munities i which his research is
5 mmmmh modern °  Berlin, 64, has devoted much of taking place, Berlin and his wile

{T’E"ﬂh‘d a theatoy gronn that tyay

. per’s disemse. = 3 _ els from village to village staging
But a5 o e Mnazon basin, | and his wile, Elois, a med.cal an- plavs about the projeci
Fi and other places, a fight over thropologist, have walked Chia- Under the project’s bylaws

that treasure has erupted be-
tween its traditional guardians

pas’ mountains since 1960, spend
ing part of each year walching

Berlin says, 25 percent of the prof
its from licenses for any drugs

and the scienlists corpora- traditional healers use plants al- that result would return to Maya
tions who want to put the age-old most unknown to modern sci- Maya Indian women in Chenalho, in the state of to keep their age-old recipes and the native communities in the form of devel
-:a' secreis (0 2 more modern — and  ence. - Chiapas, Mexico, prepare traditional medicine plants from scientists and corporations whowant Opment projects. Plants used Lo
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profitable — use

m representing tradi-
] Maya healers in Chiapas
has demanded that the Mexican

They are conducting their cur-
rent project, now in its second
year, in conjunction with a small
British pharmaceutical company
called Molecular Nature, as well

made from tree sap. Chiapas healers are battiing

a veast infection common in
women. In AIDS patients, the in
fection often turns virulent.

opment of any new modern drug,
Others see Berlin's research as
an affront to indigenous beliefs,

to make a profit from them.

instance. there are dozens of for
mulas for treating respiratory in
fections. an ailment common In

make the drugs would have to be
grown in Chiapas, he adds, crea!
ing the potential for a biotech In
dustry in the state that could
raise living standards and pre
serve the native culture

until laws are passed to prolect as a of Mexican research- “There still need to be toxicol-  which hold nature sacred and be- the mist-covere d mountains 4-6adnr

them and their traditions from ers from ur, a university in  ogy tests, but if we could get a yond the ownership of anyone. where mud homes are heated Members of Compitch say, how

Bloprospecting, as advocates call  the Chiapas town of San Cristebal  drug that could fight this, wow, “The old ones say that living only by small fires. ever, that their first priority 1s u

the research, or biopiracy, as itis  de las Casas what a benefit to AIDS patients things are for everyone. You don't The controversy over the etfort make sure that the traditions of

tagged by critcs. Project staffers have collected that would be,” Berlin says. sell life.” says Esteban Ordiano, to study those tradilional rem the Maya are profected.
Government officials seem to more than 300 4 mPes for He believes that the stud_v of an activist for lelpitl.:h. edies i1s fueled b}" a iugul debate The 506 communities in tne

Chiapas highlands that havi

be beeding at least some of the the treatment of } SeS8. other Chiapas plants couldleadto ~ Ordiano’s group, which acts as taking place across the globe. | 3 o g
healers’ ConeeIMs. “The apponents (of this project)  the development of effective a guild for the region’s healers, Who owns the world’s biodiver ;.;n:vrl H‘:l‘li*;n{lﬂétl L‘llrnwr;f_ for Ber
in's project to go orwanrd repre

Earlier this month, environ-
mental authorities told Berlin
that they intend to withhold per-
mits needed for the collection and
analysis of native Chiapas piants,
at least until project staffers sub-
mit a revl pian for oblaining
the “informed consent” of Maya

Though Berlin says he will re-
ment’'s decision is casting a
shadow over his five-year, $25

are saying: ‘These are my
marbles, and you can’t have
a visitor through a garden of me-
dicinal plants. “Butl the really
smart countries will see that this
can be an amazing benefit for ev-
ervone, including the indigenous
eopies.”

Berlin acknowledges that the
odds of finding a cure for cancer
through his research are “less
than winning the Mexican lot-

drugs for diarrhea, a condition
that causes hundreds of thou-
sands of deaths in the developing
world each vear, as well as new
antimotics.

Even without the rnment
permits that would allow them Lo
collect plants and analyze them,
the Berlins and thewr team can
continue to ohserye and interview
healers.

Indigenous activists who be-
lieve t the Maya have been

runs a traditional pharmacy,
maintains a garden of medicinal
plants and trains young people in
the art of treating ilinesses with
herbs.

Traditional healers work in
nearly all of the hundreds of vil-
lages that dot Chiapas’ hills and
forests, enjoying the prestige and
authority of small-town doctors.
For many of the region’s people,
a visit to a modern medical clinic
would mean a six-hour bus nde

sity? Can companies palent
knowledge that, in its raw form
at least, 1s thousands of years old”
Can the genetic codes ol organ-
isms be considered property in
the same way that a steel factory
or an apartment building can’
The debate is relatively new. In
a landmark case in 1980, the U.S
Supreme Court decided ftor the
first time that a microbe could be
patented, giving ownership nghts
agver a biological species 1o a pr

sent only a fraction of the region s
Maya people, Compitch activists
complain.

Members of Compiteh mainiam
that the Mexican government
should l't';ittl;ilt‘ hflij.}l'rﬁﬁi."a‘.ft.i‘;:_
and prohibit pharmaceutical com
[_:;uu:.-:-: from receiving patents on
drugs derived from traditional
medicine,

Such a move, Berlin says, would
endanger the Chiapas project as
well as many others. Pharmaceu

million project. tery.” Still, he feels confident that marginalized for centuries vow, or a two-day hike vate company. Though the 1380 W | : i
The controversy surrounding beneficial drugs would result if however, that their will not Centuries of rough-hewn {rial decision was based on genetically tical companmes won't ihtl'lii:t;d};'.h:
studies such as Berlin's reaches the work continues o go forward.  be taken advantage of again. and error, medical anthropolo- engineered bacteria, it has had in such research, he Sy’ mth;.:::.
far beyond Chiapas, however, tests already have Some want to make sure that gists say, have spawned effective wide ramifications ASSUTanees {h;ﬂ. ”‘.t“}“ufﬁitl reCeive
touching researchers in First shown that one plant used by the Maya get a fair share of the treatments for many of the ill Companies and entrepreneurs the :,-m'tnnn-|'ru,:l rights to any
‘World university laboratories as Maya healers is &Cli‘\'e against  profits that result from the devel- nesses comumon in the region. For  have rushed o patent organisms drugs that resuit
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