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  Store In a Cool,  
 Dark Place 

It's messianic but it doesn't make any  
sense. You want to protect diversity 

in the habitat where it lives. 
Food safety expert Andrew Kimbrell

I N THE EVENT THAT HUMANS EVER 
succeed in fulfilling civilization’s apparent 
death wish, there’s some small comfort in 
knowing that any remaining survivors of the 
Apocalypse are unlikely to suffer from a 
shortage of red hot chili peppers.
   The assertion refers not to the 1980s rock 
band (Spotify is likely to be out of action)  
but to capsicum annuum, the literal meaning 
of capsicum being to gulp—something one 
would hope our Mad Max homesteaders are 
enlightened enough to avoid doing.
   In 2010, a consignment of chili seeds was 
delivered to the so-called ‘Doomsday Seed 
Vault’ in the frozen reaches of Norway.

                                                      Maria Sahai

(Why the seeds were accompanied by a 
delegation of no less than 7 U.S. politicians 
is a mystery, the Arctic not being a popular 
destination for Congressional junkets.)
   Situated on the Svalbard—or Spitsbergen
—archipelago, the vault’s official name is 
the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. An under-
ground facility designed to house samples 
from the world’s seed gene banks, the Seed 
Vault is intended to secure the global food 
supply in the event of loss due to “accident, 
mismanagement, equipment failures, 
funding cuts, war, sabotage, disease, or 
natural disasters.”
   Paid for by the Norwegian government 
and completed in 2008, it currently holds 
about one million crop samples (about a 
billion seeds in total) representing about 
5, 000 plant species and 13, 000 years of 
plant breeding activity by humans. 



    Buried 130 meters inside a mountain and 
protected by reinforced concrete walls, 
blast-proof doors, motion sensors, airlocks, 
and the surrounding permafrost, the vault
is designed to last ‘for eternity’—although a 
more realistic estimate is 1, 000 years. 
So it isn’t particularly reassuring that the 
permafrost itself is turning out to be not 
quite as permanent as expected.
    In fact, it took less than a decade for the 
exterior temperature to warm up 7℃ 
warmer than normal—enough to send 
meltwater gushing into the entrance tunnel 
in the Spring of 2017, following the planet’s 
hottest ever recorded year. The frozen 
rainwater short-circuited the electrical 
system and disabled the electric pumps, 
requiring firefighters and nearby villagers to 
break apart the ice with picks and shovels.  
   Modifications were swiftly made—
including a $13 million effort to waterproof 
the entrance tunnel (more than the original 
cost of the entire vault)—and the seeds are 
safe, at least for the time being. 
   But ironically, the temperature is rising 
faster in the Arctic than anywhere else on 
the planet, so the Vault’s problems may be 
only just beginning.     
   What’s worse is that the rate appears to be 
accellerating. As snow and ice melt away, 
the darker underlying rock is increasingly 
exposed, absorbing more of the sun’s heat. 
Additionally, as the permafrost thaws, the 
massive amount of CO2 and methane locked 
in it for thousands of years could be 
released, increasing the rate even further.   
 Climate scientists fear that these factors 
could eventually become ‘tipping points’ 
that could trigger runaway global warming.
   All this is happening at a time when 
scientists say the world food supply is 
threatened to an unprecedented degree. 

   The UN predicts a 50-70% drop in crop 
production by 2050, while the human 
population soars to nearly 10 billion people. 
With a high correlation between food supply 
and civil strife, the outlook for a peaceful 
transition to a less abundant world is bleak.
   All this, the vault’s promoters say, only 
reinforces the need for a centralized storage 
site for the world’s agricultural heritage.
But some question this logic, when the 
1,700 smaller—presumably more easily 
managed—seed banks that the vault is 
intended to backup are already experiencing 
serious problems preserving crop diversity.
   Also at issue is the question of who really 
benefits from the massively centralized 
nature of the vault. A few transnational seed 
corporations already control over half of the 
$30 billion global seed market, and are 
increasingly buying up public plant 
breeding programs. These are the very same 
corporations that are at the root of 
destroying crop diversity in the first place.
(Today, fully 75% of the world’s food is 
produced from only 12 plant and 5 animal 
species, and 50% of the global diet consists 
of just three crops: rice, corn, and wheat.)
   At best, critics liken the vault to a zoo,  a 
well-intended, last ditch effort to preserve 
plant species, but far inferior to protecting 
them in their natural habitats, which the vault 
may unintentionally make even less secure.
   Like knowledge, genetic resources are one 
of the most valuable assets of civilization. 
Despite having the financial resources to 
select virtually any terrestrial site in the 
world for its emergency backup servers, 
Microsoft is seriously exploring storing 
them deep underwater rather than on land. 
   Come hell and high water, maybe next 
time (if there is one) the designers of seed 
vaults should consider doing the same. ◾


