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BEIJING -- When Xue Dayuan talks about the future of biotechnology in China,
he starts, according to this story, with the kiwi.
About a century ago, the Chinese scientist says, visiting New Zealanders
found a fuzzy grape-size object on a sacred Buddhist mountain and took it
back to their country. Researchers discovered how to make the fruit plumper,
sweeten its green insides and ultimately export the kiwi to its ancestral
home, China, where it sells for five times its domestic counterpart.
The story says that fears that foreign companies may start to patent genetic
material obtained from native Chinese products are now behind stepped-up
efforts to police biotechnology, showing how nationalism is shaping views on
how to commercialize the science. Recent efforts to restrict access to
China's biotech market have prompted complaints from foreign industry
executives, who say government protectionism is stifling investment and
export opportunities.
The story adds that Mr. Xue, an adviser to China's State Environmental
Protection Administration who has done academic stints in the U.S. and
Australia, is involved in drafting a secret list that will try to keep the
genetic makeup of certain goods out of foreign hands. Culled from thousands
of medicinal herbs, plants and vegetables, the list will seek to isolate
agricultural products deemed quintessentially Chinese, and safeguard their
genetic material in a government-run repository. The list will be broken
into three categories: gene matter that can be freely exchanged between
Chinese and foreign scientists; material that can be exchanged under certain
conditions; and material off-limits to the outside world.
Other countries maintain such gene banks, but China appears more reluctant
to share what it has, according to biotech experts. Mr. Xue declines to
disclose possible contents of the list, partly because he and others think
the information could spur scientific treasure hunts for China's most
precious resources.

