
Brief description of research project:

This ethnographic project tracks global gene banking initiatives across scales and networks of 
collaboration, connected through the node of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. Based on interviews, 
participant observation, and scholarly research, it follows seeds through different physical, social, 
legal and institutional locations, mapping out the variety of partnerships and perspectives that 
materialize along the way. This case study has several objectives:

• To describe the complex structural, institutional context associated with efforts to develop a 
comprehensive, global network of seed banks. 

• To seek insight into evolving mechanisms of governance and collaboration associated with 
resources for food & agriculture, and prospects for adaptation to climate change. 

• To compare alternative conceptual approaches for understanding the resources being 
managed through seed banking, and address key debates around the question of the 
commons. 

• To consider the human and social dimensions, and potential significance, of these efforts, 
particularly for small farmers. 

The project is called “the lively commons” in recognition that seeds embody material agencies and 
constitute a global heritage which is not static, but continually co-evolving with humans and other 
species. The project is funded by the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, a 
private foundation dedicated to the advancement of anthropological knowledge and research 
capacity around the world. 

Tracey Heatherington is a cultural anthropologist interested in political ecology, environmental 
movements and international development. She earned degrees from McGill University and Harvard 
University. Her academic research explores the human dimensions of biodiversity conservation, with 
a focus on European and global contexts. She also serves as Associate Dean of the Graduate School at 
the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee. A curriculum vitae is linked to her faculty page. 

Faculty page:  http://www4.uwm.edu/letsci/anthropology/faculty/heatherington.cfm 
Email contact: heatherington@uwm.edu 
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