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Opinion in Africa over the use of genetically modified crops
for food has been divided, honed by more than a decade of
arguments in Europe and elsewhere.1 Fortunately, the perceived
image of a passive Africa in this game is changing rapidly with
clear positions on how to harness modern biotechnology.
This article examines the status of biosafety regulation

across Africa, pertinent challenges and the extent to which
regulation fosters or constrains the development of
agricultural biotechnology.

Introduction

Biosafety regulatory systems constitute an important determinant
for the introduction and deployment of genetically modified
organisms (GMOs). This gained momentum with the coming
into existence of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety at the
international level that in part guides the establishment of national
biosafety regulatory systems.2 There is increasing recognition that
biosafety issues cannot be isolated from the wider sustainable
development agenda.3 The acknowledgment that modern bio-
technology has the potential to contribute to sustainable develop-
ment is articulated in the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD). The CBD provided the basis for the development and
adoption of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, which is the
recognized international regime with reference to genetically
modified organisms. The objective of the Protocol is to contribute
to ensuring an adequate level of protection in the field of safe
transfer, handling and use of living modified organisms resulting
from modern biotechnology. The Agenda for the 21st Century
(“Agenda 21”) adopted at the UN Conference on Environment
and Development in 1992 is also one of the prominent global
development paradigms that takes cognizance of biotechnology,
and the contribution that it can make in achieving sustainable
development goals. Chapter 16 of Agenda 21 acknowledges the
potential of biotechnology in addressing many environmental
and developmental problems, including “better health care,
enhanced food security, interventions in area of forestry and
more efficient industrial applications and processes. This is the
context that has informed and influenced the emergence of
biosafety regulatory systems.

Opinion in Africa over the use of genetically modified crops for
food has been divided honed by more than a decade of arguments
in Europe and elsewhere.1 Fortunately, the perceived image of a
passive Africa in this game is changing rapidly with clear positions
on how to harness modern biotechnology. By end of June 2011,
48 of the 53 countries in Africa had ratified or complied with
accession requirements of the Biosafety Protocol.i This is remark-
able progress, given the follow-up establishment of National
Biosafety Frameworks (NBFs). NBFs encompass a package of
instruments that a country should put in place to regulate safe
use and deployment of modern biotechnology. The instruments
are a combination of policy, legal, administrative and technical
mechanisms to address safety on human health and the environ-
ment. This builds on substantial support provided under the
United Nations Environment Programme’s Global Environ-
ment Facility of the (UNEP-GEF) and complemented by other
international and regional actors in capacity building efforts.
However, the road to the establishment of NBFs across the
continent has been long and winding. While a few countries stand
out as champions, a large majority are caught up in different
stages of putting in place the various components of functional
NBFs. As would be expected, a few countries face political
opposition to GMOs and/or have high profile anti-GMO
activism that has either derailed or slowed down the development
of biosafety legislation and introduction of GMOs.4 On a positive
note, countries are riding on the wave of regional integration
being advocated for by the African Union and main economic
blocs to seek common mechanisms that would complement
NBFs. Some cases in point are the policies and guidelines on
commercial planting, trade and emergency aid in GMOs and a
roadmap to guide development of NBFs that are under
development by the Common Market for Eastern and Southern
Africa (COMESA). These instruments are built on harnessing
biotechnology in the region through pooling of expertise in risk
assessment, monitoring and inspection and building of capacities
where they are needed.

This article examines the status of biosafety regulation
across Africa, pertinent challenges and the extent to which
regulation fosters or constrains the development of agricultural
biotechnology.

The need for biosafety legislation and national policies. The
demand for robust, credible and science-based governance regimes
for modern biotechnology has been well-articulated in various*Correspondence to: David Wafula; Email: d.wafula@cgiar.org
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fora.5 Enactment of biosafety legislation is an important step in
complying with the provisions of the Cartagena Protocol. Article
2 of the Protocol states that each party shall take necessary and
appropriate legal, administrative and other measures to implement
its obligations under the Protocol. Parties are required to make
available to the Biosafety Clearing House copies of any national
laws, regulations and guidelines affecting transboundary move-
ment of GMOs, as well as summaries of risk assessments and
decisions taken on cross-border movement of LMOs.ii In line
with the spirit of the Protocol, existence of adequate legal
authority and enforcement mechanisms is crucial for any country
that is interested in embracing modern biotechnology.

A sound legal framework also enhances the trust and con-
fidence of the public in the regulatory system. It also ensures that
interests of all the stakeholders are taken into consideration and
safeguarded. This includes technology developers, regulatory
agencies and beneficiaries (farmers and consumers). Modern
biotechnology is also knowledge intensive and pervasive. Existing
laws and regulations in most countries may not have adequate
provisions to address the various applications and possible impacts
of the technology.6

National biotechnology and biosafety policies articulate a
country’s goals and priorities in broader terms. They define the
principles that inform the drafting of biosafety legislation. In
many countries, formulating a national policy for biosafety is a pre-
requisite, for any laws or regulations to be promulgated. However,
there are countries where the legislation development has preceded
the policy formulation process. For instance in Tanzania biosafety
legislation and implementing regulations were approved in 2004
and 2009 respectively, while the national biotechnology policy
was adopted in 2010. Ethiopia which has no stand-alone national
policy on biotechnology and biosafety, but has the Biosafety
Proclamation passed in 2009. The country’s environmental
policy has provisions that implicitly address biosafety issues.

National policies on biotechnology and biosafety can differ
significantly in their objectives. Some countries design policy to
protect the environment and human health against uncertain or
unidentified risks. They only allow use of biotechnology to the

extent that its impacts are known or can reliably be predicted.
Others frame policy to encourage the introduction of technologies
that will benefit the country and its people, striving to identify
and manage actual or potential risks, to the extent possible given
current knowledge, and to balance these against the status quo.
The emphasis is placed on promoting research and development
in biotechnology to eradicate poverty and enhance food security
in line with the Millennium Development Goals.

For example the Kenya National Biotechnology Development
Policy7 states that:

“The government will adopt productivity-enhancing agricul-
tural biotechnologies that can substantially reverse the fast
deteriorating food security and nutrition, farm incomes, spawn
the agro-industry and reduce environmental degradation.”

In Tanzania, the general objective of the National Biotechno-
logy Policy is to ensure that the country has the capacity and
capability to capture the proven benefits arising from health,
agriculture, industry and environmental applications of biotech-
nology while protecting and sustaining the safety of the com-
munity and the environment.8

African countries have made remarkable and steady progress in
establishing their national biosafety frameworks. Biosafety policies
and legislation are key components of these frameworks. Biosafety
legislation in African countries can be described as either explicit
or implicit. Explicit means that countries have enacted stand alone
biosafety laws. Implicit refers to situations where sectoral laws pay
reference to biosafety issues.9 Table 1 summarizes the status of
biosafety policies and legislation in Africa.

Biosafety Legislation and Biotechnology R&D in Africa

The status of biosafety legislation in Africa can be categorised in at
least three clusters. The first cluster covers countries that have
enacted explicit biosafety legislation to govern modern biotech-
nology. The second cluster includes countries that are using
existing sectoral legislation. Countries that lack any legislation or
those with draft bills pending approval can be placed in the third
cluster.

To some extent, the institutional arrangements to govern
biotechnology and biosafety have contributed to the nature of
Biosafety legislation developed in the various countries. Most of
these arrangements take the form of National Biosafety Com-
mittees (NBCs) and fall under different Ministries, Key among

iiGenetically modified organism (GMO), for the purposes of this article,

means an organism that has been transformed by the insertion of one or

more genes by modern biotechnology. For purposes of this document, the

terms “GMOs” and “LMOs” are used interchangeably.

Table 1. Status of biosafety policies and legislation in Africa

Enacted biosafety laws Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mali, Mauritius, Namibia,
Nigeria, Senegal, Sudan, Tanzania, Togo, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Draft biosafety bills Burundi, Cote d’ Ivoire, Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Guinea
Bissau, Madagascar Rwanda, Seychelles, Swaziland and Uganda,

Approved biotech/biosafety policy Cameroon, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Namibia, Nigeria, Sudan,
Swaziland, Seychelles, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.,

Draft biotech/biosafety policy Comoros, DR Congo, Eritrea, Rwanda

Sectoral legislation with reference to biosafety Egypt

Sectoral biotech/biosafety policies with reference to biotech and biosafety Djibouti, Ethiopia, Egypt, Mauritius Seychelles

Source: Reference 10.
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them include: Higher Education, Science and Technology,
Agriculture, Environment and Natural Resources, In countries
where agriculture, science and technology take lead, the process
of developing the legislation tends to be more proactive and
inclusive. The institutional structures in place take the form of
either a single national competent authority or multiple agencies,
each with sectoral responsibilities and with either a single window
or multiple windows for handling applications for GMOs.

The status of commercialization and approved confined field
trials can be used as a good benchmark of analyzing the impact
of legislation, institutional arrangements and progress made in
agricultural biotechnology R&D activities in the continent.

The GM commercialization status. Despite polarized debates
on the benefits and risks of modern biotechnology, a number
of African countries have made bold decisions and joined the
global list of countries that have commercialized GM crops. They
include: South Africa, Egypt and Burkina Faso.

South Africa has been growing, consuming and trading in
GMOs from 1998 when the first GMO crop was approved for
commercialization. It is one of the countries in the world with
accumulated evidence on the benefits of GM crops. Currently
the country has commercialized GM maize (white and yellow),
GM soyabean and Bt cotton. It is estimated that the economic
gains from biotech crops for South Africa for the period 1998 to
2009 was US$ 676 million and US$ 142 million for 2009 alone.
The benefits associated with the adoption of GM crops include
increased yields, farm income gains, reduced dependence and
expenditure on crop protection chemicals. For instance, farmers
growing maize have been able to increase incomes of US$ 35 per
ha. They have also recorded a 60% savings on insecticides and
labor. Regarding cotton, they have reduced the number of sprays
in a season from 10 to 4. This has translated to savings on labor
and reduced exposure to chemicals.11,12

South Africa has a GMO Act of 1997 which was amended
in 2006. The legislation places emphasis on science-based risk
assessment in decision making. The country’s success in bio-
technology is largely attributed to an enabling policy environ-
ment and a national biotechnology strategy that supports and
stimulates innovations.13 This has enabled commercialization and
facilitated trials of GM crops. Critics from other quarters have
described and criticized the South African system as being
permissive and promotional to introduction of GMOs.14

Egypt has the second most advanced biotechnology and bio-
safety system after South Africa. The Egyptian case and history
also demonstrates that a country can make significant progress in
biotechnology R&D by applying existing pieces of legislation.
The political environment to undertake such activities is
conducive and supportive. The Ministry of Agriculture guides
development of agricultural biotechnology in the country.

Egypt lacks a stand-alone policy or law but sectoral laws on
registration and release of crop varieties and seeds have been
applied to facilitate trials leading to commercialization of the
first GM crop. Egypt’s national biosafety system was formally
instituted by the Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation
(MALR) and through two Ministerial decrees (Nos 85 and 136)
issued in 1995. Procedures for commercializing GMOs were

established in 1998 by Ministerial decree No. 1648. In 2008,
Egypt approved the first GM crop (Bt maize MON 810) for
commercial planting. For more than 15 y, the country has also
been conducting trials on potato, banana, cucumber, melon,
squash and tomato. The focus has been on traits of insect
resistance, salt and drought tolerance, fungal and viral resistance.
The Agricultural Genetic Engineering Research Institute
(AGERI) has been the country’s center of excellence in modern
biotechnology.15

West African countries have demonstrated increasing interest
in the development of biosafety legislation and introduction
of GM crops. Burkina Faso, Mali, Senegal, Togo, Ghana and
Nigeria have approved biosafety legislation include. However,
lack of implementation regulations places considerable limitation
on the level of research in agricultural biotech applications that
these countries can engage in.16 Burkina Faso is the only country
with an operational and functional framework for the production
and marketing of genetically modified crops. The country’s
biosafety law was enacted in 2006 and this facilitated the trials
culminating to commercialization of Bt cotton in 2008. In 2009,
around 4,500 farmers planted Bt cotton on 115,000 hectares of
land. By 2010, about 80,000 farmers planted Bt cotton on
260,000 hectares with an adoption rate of 65% due to the
perceived benefits associated with the technology.17 This has
resulted to yield increase of 18.2% over conventional cotton,
which reached as high as 36.6% in one of the cotton production
zones and a net gain of US$ 62 per ha18 mainly due to a
significant reduction in insecticides sprays required to control
major pests such as the bollworm.

Status of Confined Field Trials. In the last decade, steady
progress in developing and testing GM crops has been observed.
The R&D work has paid attention mainly to traits of herbicide
tolerance, resistance to pests, diseases and resilience to climatic
vagaries such as drought. Health biotechnology is also emerging
as an important area as evidenced by a number of projects
focusing on Africa’s pro-poor priority staple crops. For instance,
the African Biofortified Sorghum (ABS) project seeks to develop
a more nutritious and easily digestible sorghum variety that
contains increased levels of essential amino acids, especially lysine,
increased levels of Vitamins A and more available iron and zinc.
This project is expected to improve the health of a target
300 million people who depend on sorghum as a staple food in
Africa. It is a north-west multi-partnership leveraging the best
of academic, public, private R and D institutions.iii The develop-
ment of cassava with increased pro-vitamin A, iron and protein is
another major project supported by the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. This work is being undertaken under the aegis of the
BioCassava Plus (BC Plus) project.iv

The expanding number of confined field trials (CFTs) has
taken place either using existing legislation, stand-alone biosafety
laws and regulations and cabinet approval—the case of Nigeria
The examples of Kenya and Uganda are given to illustrate this.

iiiVisit this site for further details: http://biosorghum.org/
ivVisit this site for further details: http://www.danforthcenter.org/science/

programs/international_programs/bcp/
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In Kenya, prior to the enactment of the Biosafety Act in 2009,
biotechnology R&D activities and CFTs took place under the
Science and Technology Act of 1980. In 1995, the National
Council for Science and Technology (NCST) initiated the process
of developing the national biosafety guidelines and regulations
under the Science and Technology Act. These were issued in
1998. The guidelines and regulations made a provision for the
establishment of a National Biosafety Committee (NBC) to serve
as the technical arm of the council in overseeing coordination
and implementation of biosafety issues.19

The NBC applied the guidelines and regulations in reviewing
and approving applications to introduce modern biotechnology
products exclusively for research trials, under the ambit of exist-
ing legislation. Genetically modified products that have been
approved for contained experiments and confined field trials
include insect-resistant maize and cotton, virus-resistant sweet
potato, virus-resistant cassava and a rinderpest vaccine. However,
the guidelines lacked adequate legal authority to permit multi-
locational trials and commercialization. This implied biotech-
nology R&D work in Kenya could not go beyond CFTs. For
instance, progress in conducting Bt cotton trials was partly
delayed by lack of a biosafety act and implementing regulations.

The process of developing a biosafety law in Kenya started in
2001 and was concluded in 2008 when the biosafety bill was
passed by parliament. The Biosafety Act 2009 and implementing
regulations on environmental release have explicit provisions to
permit commercialization of products such as Bt cotton.20

The Kenyan experience on development of a biosafety law
depicts a number of useful lessons for African countries. It is a
rigorous process that should be handled strategically. It can be a
protracted endeavor characterized by polarized debates. Con-
solidation of firm and consistent political support and commit-
ment from high level policy makers and politicians is crucial.
This includes permanent secretaries, cabinet ministers from the
key line ministries and members of the relevant parliamentary
committees. Building a supportive and well-informed team
of parliamentarians calls for holistic, focused, consistent and
sustained communication and policy outreach strategies. In
addition, the process should be stakeholder driven, inclusive
and participatory eliciting the participation of scientists, religious
groups, legal experts, policy makers, the media and civil society.20

As recently as July 2011, Kenya has removed an important last
hurdle to the production and placement on the market of
genetically modified crops, opening up the domestic market to
cheaper varieties of staple foods such as maize that could help
enhance food security and stabilize prices in the short-term. This
followed a legal notice on commencement of the Biosafety Act
on July 1, 2011. People seeking to produce or trade in genetically
modified material must, however, get written consent from the
National Biosafety Authority under the Ministry of Higher
Education, Science and Technology.v

Uganda has a draft biosafety bill in the pipeline. The process of
getting it passed has been protracted. Nevertheless, the country
has emerged as a regional leader in Eastern Africa and a role model
in conducting confined field trials using existing legislation. The
trials that have been undertaken include transgenic cotton,
cassava, maize and banana. These have been conducted by
Makerere University and research stations under the National
Agricultural Research Organization (NARO) including Kawanda
Agricultural Research Institute (KARI), the National Crops
Resources Research Institute (NaCRRI) and the National Semi-
Arid Resource Research Institute (NaSARRI). The Uganda
experience has demonstrated that existence of enabling legislation
explicit and implicit capacity building are a precondition for
biotechnology R&D activities to thrive. Capacity for environ-
ment risk assessment and risk management, regulatory com-
pliance and inspection needs to be strengthened. For instance,
members of the National and Institutional Biosafety Committees
have to be trained in receiving and reviewing of applications.
The scientists have to be trained in managing confined trials and
also handling issues related to risk assessment and management.
These efforts should go hand-in-hand with the development of
relevant technical manuals and guidelines to support activities
and the decision making process. Other important areas include
communication and outreach to promote public awareness and
participation. Uganda has benefited from a number of capacity
building programs, and this partly explains progress made and
achievements realized. The pending challenge is to get the bio-
safety bill passed so as to give a chance to some of the products
under trials to proceed or be considered for commercialization
by biosafety competent authorities.21 The Ministry of Finance,
Planning and Economic Development is responsible for biosafety
issues.

The case of stringent biosafety legislation and impact on bio-
technology R&D. Mindsets of biosafety regulators and their
pre-disposition has been found to be a major factor in establish-
ment and implementation of Biosafety legislation in Africa.
Absence of commercial products from the public sector has led
some regulators to advance the argument that countries need
to be protected from multinationals leading to establishment of
very stringent regulations. Unfortunately, these only put more
obstacles to public research.

Tanzania, Ethiopia, Zambia and Malawi are examples of
countries with approved biosafety legislation but relevant
authorities have not approved the introduction of crops for
confined field trials. Reasons attributed to this include lack of
scientific and technological capacity and cases lack of a conducive
political environment. Another key reason is that strict liability
clauses and socio-economic considerations in biosafety laws have
discouraged and halted efforts around GM crops R&D.

In Zambia, the biosafety law enacted in 2007 takes a very
precautionary stance. It stipulates that approval for transfer, use
and release of crops shall not be given where there is reason to
believe that harm or damage may result. The law has a provision
on developing mechanism for liability and redress for any harm
or damage caused to human and animal health, non-genetically
modified crop, socio-economic conditions, biological diversity or

vhttp://www.businessdailyafrica.com/Corporate+News/Kenya+opens+up

+to+GMO+crops+in+war+on+hunger/-/539550/1194564/-/kp49w2/-/index.
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the environment by any GMO or a product of a GMO. The
scope of socio-economic impacts is broad and means any direct or
indirect effect to the economy, social or cultural practices, liveli-
hoods, indigenous knowledge systems or indigenous technologies
as a result of the import, transit, contained use, release or placing
on the market of a genetically modified organism or a product of a
genetically modified organism.

The law further states that the competent authority “shall not
grant any approval for the importation, development, production,
release into the environment or placing on the market of any
genetically modified organism or product of a genetically modified
organism relating to any crop or livestock of strategic importance
to national food security. This implies that trials and commercia-
lization of a GM crop of national importance such as Bt maize
may be rejected because it is a key national food security crop.22

In Ethiopia, a biosafety proclamation was passed into law and
gazetted in 2009. The legislation is very restrictive to GMOs
for all purposes. All GMOs whether dead or alive (LMO) are
indiscriminately subjected to the same stringent regulations. The
proclamation’s implementing directives place a significant regula-
tory burden on applicants who seek to introduce or conduct
any work involving GMOs in the country. The scope of the
proclamation regulates any transaction including import, export,
transit, contained use, release, handling, transportation and
placing on the market in any GMO or its products, whether
intended for release into the environment, for use as pharmaceutical,
for food, feed or processing. The Advanced Informed Agreement
(AIA) application process and requirements demand for submis-
sion of product characterization information, environmental and
human health risk assessments and social and economic impact
assessments. This stringent legislation would slow down or make
it impossible for GM crops to be introduced and deployed.23

In Tanzania, biosafety legislation is embedded in the Environ-
mental Management Act. Implementing regulations were gazetted
in 2009. The regulation states that any person or his agent who
imports, transits, makes contained or confined use of, releases,
carries out any activity in relation to GMOs or their products or
places on the market a GMO shall be strictly liable for any direct
or indirect harm, injury or loss caused by such GMOs or their
products or by any activity in relation to GMOs.The liability and
redress clause requires that one must have a valid policy of
insurance to pay compensation in the event of damage.24 This
new type of liability insurance is not available in Africa. Perhaps it
might be available in the future but this will translate to increased
costs of development and deployment of the technology.

The strict liability provisions have hindered the approval of
Water Efficient Maize for Africa (WEMA) CFTs. Mock trials
(involving non-modified maize lines) were successfully conducted
in 2009 but the project failed to proceed to the next step because
the government did not grant a permit for CFTs of GM maize.
WEMA is a drought-tolerant variety of maize being developed
through public-private partnerships under the leadership of
African Agricultural Technology Foundation (AATF). This project
covers Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, South Africa and Mozambique.

Approvals to conduct CFTs have already been granted in Kenya,
Uganda and South Africa by biosafety authorities in these countries.

The government of Tanzania has already recognized the challenges
posed by the regulations and has initiated a process of reviewing
them to facilitate biotechnology R&D work in the country.

Realistic liability and redress provisions are necessary for
responsible development and deployment of GM products.
However, countries should be careful about imposition of strict
liability provisions. As illustrated by the foregoing examples, such
regimes pose a major threat to advancement of Agri-biotech
R&D. This will definitely undermine the intentions of countries
that have positive and forward-looking national biotechnology
policies such as Tanzania.

It is recommended that the development of a liability and
redress regime be guided and informed by the Nagoya-Kuala
Lumpur Supplementary Protocol on Liability and Redress which
was adopted by parties to the Biosafety Protocol on October 15,
2010. The Protocol gives the parameters of what constitutes
damage and the basis for seeking redress. It should be noted that
countries such as Zambia, Ethiopia and Tanzania had provisions
on liability and redress incorporated in biosafety legislation before
negotiations on the liability and redress protocol were concluded.
There is a need to revise the legal instruments to be in conformity
with the guidance provided by the Protocol.

Challenges related to capacity and communication. World
views and trust have played an important role in shaping
perceptions about modern biotechnology, in effect influencing the
biosafety legislation process. The public’s prior dispositions and
cultural values determine how hazards and risks are gauged. It is
important therefore to address risk perceptions against independ-
ent assessment of risks and benefits. This observation can explain
why in some countries no activities on modern biotechnology
R&D are taking place despite having existing structures that can
be used. Such countries include for instance Burundi, Cameroon,
Comoros, Djibouti, Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea and
Rwanda. These countries have either drafted policies and laws or
none have been developed. The low level of biotechnology deve-
lopment is also attributed to weak capacity generally manifested
through absence of biosafety legislation, lack of biotechnology
policies, weak human resources capacity facilities and infrastruc-
ture to conduct advanced biotechnology work involving genetic
modification. Due to the constraints, on-going work is confined
to simple techniques such as tissue culture. National Research
Institutes in some of these countries have demonstrated interest to
engage in modern biotechnology if their capacity is enhanced.
However, in other countries, the issue of lack of capacity has been
used as an excuse to block any GM research.

Perhaps one challenge that has greatly hindered development
of functional legislation in Africa is weak diffusion of science-
based information on the benefits and risks of GMOs. This has
led to the development of highly precautionary legislation. Anti-
biotechnology activists have also invested heavily in negative
publicity. This has in turn formed an important factor for the
cautious approach to adoption of GMOs in African countries.
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The threat of losing export markets in major destinations such as
Europe has been a key issue in blocking adoption of GM crops.
Several studies, however, have indicated that the magnitude of
risk is negligible. African countries do not export to Europe any
commodities that are currently available in GM form.25 In any
case, Europe is a major importer of GM produce from Argentina
and Brazil.

Trend toward regional cooperation in biosafety. Efforts to
govern biotechnology at the regional level are evidenced by
harmonization efforts. These are driven by Regional Economic
Communities (RECs) and supported by the AU/NEPAD. A
number of regional biosafety initiatives have emerged in res-
ponse to the fact that biosafety issues transcend national
boundaries, and if not well managed at the regional level, they
can disrupt trade or make the borders susceptible to trans-
boundary movements of GMOs. Key RECs including the
Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA),
the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) and the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) have
launched initiatives aimed at harmonizing regional biosafety
policies.26

Regional approaches to biosafety are expected to foster inter-
country cooperation through the sharing of knowledge, expertise,
experiences and resources. COMESA member states have identi-
fied three areas that form a basis for regional harmonization of
biosafety policies. The areas endorsed at the 4th meeting of
the COMESA Ministers of Agriculture held in Sudan in 2007 are
commercial planting of GMOs, trade in GM products and
emergency food aid with GM content.

Conclusion

A new dawn is awakening in Africa. The continent is shifting
from being a passive spectator to an active player in modern
biotechnology. This technology is being seen favorably as a
potential weapon against chronic food insecurity and poverty.
This is being complemented by recognition that sound and
enabling biosafety legislation is a prerequisite for the biotech-
nology industry. The continent is also harnessing regional
integration to further complement effectiveness of national
systems. While human health improvement and environmental
sustainability remain noble goals, they should not be used as
excuses to restrict or prevent objective use of GMOs. What is
needed is inquiry as to whether the emerging biosafety frame-
works adequately address those concerns and where they are
weak to readily address them. In this regard, laws that stifle
scientific and technological innovations in any country pose a
major threat sustainable development aspirations and achieve-
ments of Millennium Development Goals. Liability and redress
regimes can play an important role in ensuring responsible use of
biotechnology. However, strict provisions that exceed basic
scientific principles and the guidance provided by the biosafety
protocol and other international instruments can be detrimental
in exploiting the benefits of agricultural biotechnology. A fair
and balanced regulatory should be the one that gives each
technology a chance to scrutinized for safety and efficacy before
deployment. The design and implementation of biosafety
legislation should be science-based and decisions informed by
the best available scientific evidence on a case-by-case basis.
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