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Genetically Modified (GM) crop revolution has yet to make some reputable entry among the farming community in most parts of the African continent. For instance, until the end of 2002, GM maize, cotton and soybean were being cultivated, in small quantities, and sold in only one country in the continent – South Africa. Today, a significant number of countries (e.g., Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Gabon, Ghana, Madagascar, Malawi, Senegal, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia) have some limited biotechnology capacity in areas of plant tissue culture and micro-propagation. In some other African countries, basic infrastructure and facilities for even the simplest plant tissue culture or micro-propagation are still unavailable. But, in others -- notably, Egypt, Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa – the capacity to generate GM plants exist but mechanisms to ensure that the plants can safely reach the end users (i.e., the farmers and consumers) are inadequate. Hence, additional efforts are needed in the area of, inter alia, scientific capacity to assess the safety of GM products, the economic expertise to evaluate their worth, the regulatory capacity to implement guidelines for safe deployment, and the legal systems to enforce sanctions and punish transgressors of the law.


Top Kenyan leaders have embraced the promise of GM crops by asserting that: “While the Green Revolution was a remarkable success in Asia and Latin America, it largely bypassed the African continent. Today, the international community is on the verge of biotechnology revolution which Africa cannot afford to miss”. Similarly Nigeria states that: “Agricultural biotechnology whereby seeds are enhanced to instill herbicide-tolerance or provide resistance to insects and disease, hold great promise for Africa. We don’t want to be denied this technology because of a misguided notion that we don’t understand the danger of future consequences”.

Recently, the ministers of agriculture of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA)1 agreed to create a regional policy on Genetically Modified (GM) products, in a bid to ensure that their countries follow, inter alia, common guidelines on health and environmental safety. The decision came in response to controversy over the Zambian government’s refusal to accept GM maize food aid in August 2002. Most of this aid came from the USA – whose government has been unwilling to segregate the food aid it sends abroad, a position that is largely viewed as a strategy to force GM crops into Africa and elsewhere. In the same vein, another agreement was signed in November 2002 by Southern African Development Community (SADC)2 to set up an Advisory Committee on GM products with a view “to developing guidelines to assist member states guard against potential risks in food safety, contamination of genetic resources, ethical issues, trade related issues and consumer concerns”.

This paper explores issues pertaining to agricultural biotechnology and biosafety in four African countries – Egypt, Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa. More specifically, the paper examines the present state of agricultural biotechnology in the countries concerned: locally available scientific knowledge, administrative and regulatory skills to support biosafety evaluation and decision making; the main factors considered in biosafety evaluation; the main gaps and constraints (commonalities and differences) to the development and implementation of regulations and recommendations to address them.
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1 COMESA is a regional trade market that groups Angola, Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, Rwanda, Seychelles, Sudan, Swaziland, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
2 SADC member states are: Angola, Botswana, Democratic Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
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