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Biotechnology and the Africa hunger problem
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Fanya's Wangar Maathal, founder of ihe Green Be®l Movemenl and first Afican woman fo win the Nobal Peace Prize,
recenily joined the lsague of those calling for propar enfightenmant on the issue of agricultural biotechnology. Godwin
Finanng exEmines the prospects and challenges of whal many regafd as the mosl confroversial innovations in recent bmes

Tha figures are frightening. the projections alarming, but experts say they ame nod infended 1o caces panic bul to awaken
palicymakes snd olher stakehokders b the urgenl reed to check what might escalale beyond proportion # not addmessed
As a recend study indicabes, of the 800 milion people living in Aftica, mcee than 300 milkon s chroncally under-rournished
Aot 40 million children sre severaly under-weight. Ovar 50 millan people. mostly children, sufer from Vitamin A
daficiency while 55 per ceni of women of chid bearing ape ane snemic

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that 11 children below the age of fve dis every minute from hungar. Evary
yaar, ovar 8 bllicn and & half suffer from hunger and malnutrition. |7 ils 2001 report WHO staled (hat Alrica sufers the
warkd's highest rate of death fam HIVIAIDS (B1%), maladia {00%) and luberculosis (sbout 23%) The Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAD) of the United Mafions projects that by 2020, the agriculiural labour faros of the 10 mest-affected Afncan
counires wil have dropped to between 12 and 26 par cent. The 10 most-affected counires include Bolawana, Kenys,
Mamiba, Malswi snd Mozambique. Others are Central African Rapublic. South Africa, Tanzania. Uiganda and Zimbabwe
‘What the abave figures suggest is that agriculiure which is Africa's lergest employer of labour, faces serious threal now
mare (han ever before. Africa’s agriculiural preduction &= sbll highly labour inlenshe. Bulk of the production actelies is st
done through manual abour, With the thresd posed by HIVIAIDS and other related deeases, axpants warn thal unless ihe
continert put in place massunes targeted al increasing yeald sven with lessar parcantage of its workfiorcs bedng engaged in
apriculiung, & major food crses worss than the Zambian experience of 2002, might scon erupl. Zambia faced & major food
trinia nduced by ermalic rins and obher factars that pul feasdy 3 millon people al risk of sencus hunger

Sindistics from the United Mations Economic Commission in Africa (LINECA) hints that between 55 and 60 percard of the
rural peape i Sub-Saharan Alfcs are absolulely poor, subsmbing on less than LIS §1 per day. Agemst the backdrop of the
facts mnd Sgures presenbed above, ihe ssue of applying latesl science and iechnology nnosators o enhanoe Afrca’'s
agricufiural yeld has become a major descourse among politcal leaders, agnoultural scientists, media practitionens and oiher
stnkaholden

The biotech controversy

A5 Segenal Kelamu, senior sclentst af the Intemational Cenire for Tropical Agneulture [CLAT) raled in her assessment of
the cantnoveray aver biolechnalogy for the good of Alvican farmers, “the fronl line of eny successful sssaull on poverdy musi
have a focus on agriculiun.”

Wiih 8 populslion figure thel s projecied 1o rse o aboul 1,700 millien by 2050, Kelemu says Altican couriries will have to
develop and mplement sirmiegies for increasing agricuftumel productivily. As she scknowlsdged, “sgriculural productivity can
b ncreased sustainably in numercus ways”. One of such ways, she believes, & through the application of bioechnolagy.
Sha said § properly nbegrated imo adSional farming systems, bictechnology could make a diference in improving food
seourity in the contine:t

The Ethopisn scientst i an inerdes with Businsss Day sasd "1 do nal wanl 1o sugges! in any wiy thal agricultursl
biotechnology wil. single-handedly, solve Africa’s problems avernight by making Adncans self-sufficient in food, instead,
whal | want bo convey is that because Africans heavily depend on agriculure, many African coundries stand io benafil from
iechnalagies thel can incfease crop productivily, enhance mulsitianal quality, imprave sail fertilily and minemize forest
desiruction, in ather words, agricubwal biotechnology should be iaken as a par of a comprhensive sirafegy 1o help sole
Afica's complex poverly problems.” As abe further staled, a8 major sdvantage of agriculiural bistechnology s that | often
generaies straimgies for gerelc improvement ihat can be applied fo many diffemn cops, armals, and benaficial

In the view of Kelemu, some of the oppositions 1o sgriculiumal bistechnology stems from the facl thal “a burgecning gap sxisl
between the fasi-advancing medemn leols of Hatechrology and the peneral public's underalanding of these lools and (he
processes rvalving them.* A gosd number of Kesamu's colleagues share thel view. Thal was the resson the inbernational
Iresdiiiie of Tropical Agriculune (IITA) Ibadan in collabaration with tha United States Agency for interrational Dewvelogment
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{USAID) in May this year orpanzed @ stahehalders workshop in Abua,
The workshop which drew participants from ressarch insffutes from scross the continent and beyond, was well aBended by
joumalists from bath the electronic and print media. its key aim as the theme (Faciitating Bictechnclogy In West Adnca -
Commisnicating issues o stakehalders) suggested was o maks science and agriculiural reporiers aware of the advaniages
of medem kalechnology and why Africa cannot afford to neglect it Just e Keamu cbhsersd, UMECA advises ihal
agrculiural biakechralogy should be but one part of & comprehensive and sustainable strategy io sohwe Africa’s poverty
problems. This, Peter Harimann, Direcior General of IITA agrees. As Hartmann told Busiress Day in Abuja, "# might not be
wisa io just fold our hands and fhink that wilh blobach [t & byes-bye 1o hunger in Africa, no. The applicalion shauld be sean &3
one of the vary strategic ways of addressing the problem.”
Bilech in Alreca
Fresenily, most of the plant ko ¥ in Africa is being done in South Alica, Kenya and Egypt. However, things are
picking up in Wes! Africa a8 agricutiural (netifutions in Ghana, Mali, vory Coast, Sensgal and Ngedis, am conductng
inbersive resaarch on it The Olusegun Obassnfo-led govarnmant through the Mational Bictechnology Development Agemdy
if mumidmg out plans bo inculcate bicbech into the country's sshoel curniculum. Chulwusmaka Omalike,
Direcior Gareral of D& says it would begin as a post-gradusts sbudy | the universities aftar which it would gradualy til
down o ofher lower levals.
The Council for Scrtific and Industrisl Resesrch (n South Afica has ganatically snginserad maize with & pene salsied
freem beans bo develop resistance fo some fungal pathagan. According te Jenrder Thomsan of the Linfversily of Cape Town,
Sauth Afica, “scientists in the Departmant of Moleculas and Cell Bialegy at the unfversity ame working on maize nesistant to
tha African endemic meize siraak vires and tolarent of droughl and other abiobic siresses. They 8re Bisa mestigaing the
usa of iransgenic obaces ba preduse vaceine against HIV and human papilloms virus - the largesl cause of canvical cancer
in African wamen”,
#lsa the Kenya Agriculiural Ressarch Institule (AR has eporedly condusied successiul frials on swesl polatoss
engineared 1o be resstant a tha wiruses that infect il According 1o Joseph Wakurdah, Executive Director af

Bantechnoiogy Trusd Africa (BTA), bagan farmally in Kenya in the mid 15808, when simp bictech applications.
wore iniated at the Univarsity of Halrobl especially on tissue culiure, Wekundah wes one of the resource persons at the
Ahiga warkshop in May.

Through some foreign collaboration, the Agriculiural Genelic Engineering Research Instifuie [ASERI) besed in Cairo, Egypl,
has deveinped inssct-resisiant iong-staple genstically madifisd catton. Caotton |8 Egypt's mast imporiant agrcultural export
Private secior paricipation

Exparis blame the poos imohvement of the privale ssclor in the bictech development in Africa as one of the

probiems facing the resuscitalion of the agricutural secior via the new mnovation. They are of the apinion that f bistech
musl be relevant to Africa’'s soonomic developmeant, the privabe sectar must not only ba irvolved but must play & leading
rele. Selence and technology, thay mairtain, have been &l the roal of sacial and econamio transformation witnessed by
Smarica and Eurape over the years and the private sector bas played & deminan robe in prameting them.

Proponents of biolech integralion in Migena agriculture have advised the federal gavemnmment io encoursge masslve privale
gector involvement in agricultural biotechnology &5 i I8 currently doing in cther sedlors. As a large scale farmer himaei,
Presiderd Obasanjo thinks if is right 1o do sa. In his Ota Farm, the president is almady expanmanting several biokech oplions
as & source theda lold Busiress Day.

But how many of sush large farms a8 the Obasanjo Farms in Ofa, can the country boest of. Very few. s one parbopant a
the Abuj workshap painted oul, “to make meannglul impas in Afnca, biotechnology resaarch must be pro-fEscUrce-poor
tarmers and pro-woman and children, They also counssd thal § must Erpat crops that Africa farmers traditionally know how
to grow. " Mare than 80 per cent of the farmens in the country are peasant farmers conslsting mostly of woman and children
Publiciprivate sector parinerahip

According bo Patricia Kamari-Mbote, David Watula and Norman Clark, scientists at the African Cerire for Technalogy
Studies, Nairabi, Kenya, the impefus for public-privaia partnesships for botechnology is in broad terms a sesrch for synengy
in existing institutions and the direction of this towards common goals.” The three scientists are authars of the publication
PuibliciPrivale Parmerships for Blelechnology in Africac The fulure sgends,

Amang the banefits they beleve public-privale pastnership can bring, is access fo propristary lechnologies and ressarch
infrestructure, snlanged managerial and fechnical expertise and anhanced intelleciual capacity. “Thess arargements allow
the participants o berefit and complement each other on the basis of comparetive advaniages they possess. The public
sactor can, for instance, benefil from he speciakst knowiedge, know-how and palenied intelleciual propesty o the disposal
af the prevabe sector, Al tha same lime the fow al information that pubde entemprises are mpositories of, such &s governmen
pocaes having & direct impact on the operations of ihe private secor, (8 of immense imporanca”, they noted

Explaining the importance of such collaboration, they wobe that it would remeve canflicts of inlerest thal could dsscourage
future investment in ihe sectar, “For exampls, 8 seed producing company can be frying to increass seed sales ol the sams
fime a8 the government is inferested in loweding such prices or subsidized govermmant seed companies may sall (her seeds

http:/fwww, businessdayonline.com/index. php?fArnticleld=5588 12/14/2004



Page 3 of 3

B less than real cosl Such messures can diive privals frme aul of business of &t lsas! discaurage theem rom investing in
research * Patrerships befween public ard orivete actors, they cpine, should Ihetelore be tailored io find comman ground
and to achisve o baknos in tha benafite the varicus participants gain from the relationship

Commeanting on why African isaders must lcok beyond the cn-going controversy, Cyrus Ndirmu, 8 Kenya scsenist, sasd iha
sfluafian in Africa and Eurape are far apan. As ke siabed: “them s overwhelming evidence thel tha needs and drive for
batechnaology in Africe ame quite differeni from those of indusirial countries. Afica's agenda s based on the urgent needs for
technological change to enhance food production and io alter the counse of widespresd poverty, hunger and starvation. The
indusirial countries are driven by markosl and profl. Thess distinctions must be undersiood and sppreciaied af the rational,
regional and global levels ®

Baarnng in mind the above facior, Ndintu is of the opincon thai “the queshon ioday should not be whather or not Adrica
requires baabechralogy. bul rather how AFica couniTies can be asaisted bo hamess and safefy apply babechnalogy io support
development ™ As he furihes maimsined, "whal Afbcs needs mosl al this Gme of imerse Europsan-Amercan debated on
devwmlopmants and wss of biotech, is the creation of widespread public and palicymaker awsmeness and sducation on all
fecets of bictech and bioaafety. This =il anable (he sountries 1o make judiclous decislons an the palh ta blolesh vss.”
CIAT's Kelemu shares the concem af Mdirfiu. She beleves thal "the curren] agriculiural biclechnology debeie ia skewed
towards concerms that do mol necessanly nclude alieviation of hunger and poverty and increesing productivity - the major
and daily concarns of African nations

Chalenges

The fulure presenis a very farmidable challerge fof Affica. With about 7O per cent of fis populstion engaped in sgricufiure
and yat hingar persist, what happens in 20 years tima whan i is projected that that percantage would have besn reduced by
half by such factors as HIWAIDS, migration and increased preferance for white—collar jobs. Meating the food neads of tha
oanlinerl's growing and incressingly urbarnzed populalion reguires cormeaponding increases in egricultural productivity. This
increass will have o be scheved with ameler Iabour foree and the currend and mass as there 8 no device for inoredaing the
sizw of land. Thes, experts say, & Africa's greatest challenge in the baftle agairsd hunger and povesty,
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