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Each year SASRI produces one 

or two new sugarcane vari-

eties for the South African 

industry. Each commercial variety is 

developed over a period of 11 to 15 

years during which time extensive 

testing, screening and evaluation 

is conducted. Those varieties that 

are successfully released have been 

subjected to a number of selection 

criteria including: sucrose yield, 

estimated recoverable crystal (erc), 

cane yield, ratooning ability, resis-

tance to smut, mosaic, rust and leaf 

scald disease, resistance to eldana, 

lodging and stalk straightness, 

proneness to flowering as well as 

some milling characteristics. In 

addition, varieties are selected 

for the major agro-climatic regions 

in the industry thereby ensuring 

that released varieties are directly 

suited to the range of conditions 

experienced in the South African 

industry.  

New varieties are published 

annually in the Government Gazette 

and, for the South African industry, 

varieties are restricted for plant-

ing to designated control areas for 

which they are gazetted. Sustaining 

tight control of  these regulations is 

an essential element that contrib-

utes to the management of  variet-

ies in the South African industry, 

thereby diminishing the likelihood 

of  the outbreak of  diseases as a 

consequence of  planting unsuited 

varieties in the different areas.

Those varieties most suited to our 

irrigated conditions are also desir-

able to our SADC partners and form 

the basis of  variety licence agree-

ments with Swaziland, Mozambique, 

Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe and 

Tanzania. However, while gazetting 

reduces the pest and disease risk 

to our industry, such restrictions do 

not apply to our SADC partners. It is 

therefore vitally important that they 

interrogate the agronomic poten-

tial and the inherent characteristics 

of  a variety in order to minimise 

the risk of  disease outbreaks and 

spread in their countries and across 

their borders.   

All varieties produced by SASRI 

represent the intellectual prop-

erty of  the South African Sugar 

Association. Since South Africa is a 

member of  the International Union 

for the Protection of  New Varieties 

of  Plants (UPOV), it acquired the 

right to issue plant breeder’s 

rights for new varieties of  plants. 

Accordingly new varieties of  sug-

arcane are all protected by Plant 

Breeder’s Rights (PBR). 

The duration of  PBR varies 

amongst different agricultural/

horticultural crops and for sugar-

cane the current period is 25 years. 

However, it is becoming clear that 

in view of  the length of  time that it 

takes for the development of  a new 

sugarcane variety, which is akin to 

the time taken for the development 

of  new varieties of  forest trees that 

the period of  protection could be 

extended to 30 years. Regardless of  

the time frames associated with the 

PBR, it is undoubtedly the specific 

knowledge regarding the attributes 

of  each of  the varieties and also 

their management that contributes 

to a significant element of  intel-

lectual property associated with  

the varieties, namely ‘know-how’. 

All of  SASRI’s variety licence 

agreements with SADC partners take  

this very important aspect into  

consideration.  
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