
A number of trials focusing on Africa’s pro-poor priority 
staple crops such as cassava, banana and sweet potato 
are at an advanced stage. Most of the new trials have paid 
attention to traits of high relevance to challenges facing 
Africa such as drought tolerance and nutritional enhancement.

The expanding number of confined field trials is a clear 
indication that Africa is progressively moving towards placing 
important food security biotech crops in the market. The vi-
brant research is taking place either using existing legislation 
or stand-alone biosafety structures with promising results.

Africa has made steady progress in planting, regulatory and 
research on biotech crops. Three countries namely Burkina 
Faso, Egypt and South Africa are planting biotech crops com-
mercially while Kenya, Uganda and Nigeria in addition to the 
latter three are conducting confined field trials(CFTs). Malawi 
has also approved confined field trials for biotech cotton
(Table 1).
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Biotech crops continue to contribute immensely towards the 
realization of the Millennium Development Goals of reducing 
poverty and hunger by 50% by the year   2015. Adoption of 
GM crops has continued to increase significantly since the first 
year of commercialization. For instance, between 1996 and 
2011, an accumulated 1.25 billion hectares of land were un-
der biotech crops in 29 countries. This reflects the trust and 
confidence of farmers, mostly known to be risk-averse, in the 
technology. This is attributed to the fact that biotech crops 
contribute     solutions    to  some  of      the   major      challenges  
facing  global society  including  food insecurity, poverty and 
climate change. 

(i)   Biotech (golden) rice enriched with beta 
       carotene  which can stimulate the production                
       of vitamin A. Each year, vitamin A deficiency 
       causes  blindness in 500,000 children and 1-2 
       million  deaths.
(ii) Tomatoes enriched with lycopene that prevents            
       heart diseases and cancer.
(iii)Sorghum with enhanced iron and zinc 
       micronutrient levels and highly digestible 
       protein quality.
(iv)Wheat and peanuts modified to reduce allergic           
       reactions, 
(v) Nutriceuticals- biotech crops engineered to 
       include disease-preventing or disease-curing 
       traits.
(vi)Cassava enriched with micronutrients 

Benefits of Modern Agricultural Biotechnology

Modern biotechnology is helping the agricultural sector 
grow more and better food while helping protect the envi-
ronment. The technology has resulted in the development of 
superior crop varieties. The first generation of biotech crops 
had traits that were more beneficial to farmers compared to 
consumers, like herbicide-tolerance and insect-resistance. 
These traits led to increased productivity, reduced chemical 
usage and improved profits. For example, in 2011, the global 
market value of biotech crops was $160 billion.

The second generation of agricultural biotechnology prod-
ucts, currently in their final stage of development will be of 
more direct benefit to consumers. These products include 
fresh fruits and vegetables that have extended shelf lives 
and oil crops that are lower in cholesterol. Examples of prod-
ucts being developed with improved nutritional qualities 
include:

Scientists also envision biotechnology giving us the ability 
to create unlimited sources of energy from organic waste 
such as yard trash and agricultural feed stocks. This will 
provide a sustainable alternative to fossil fuel.

Africa Agri-Biotech Updates
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