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African farmer, agricultural, and pastoralist organizations 
from over 25 countries gathered at the Nyeleni Center in 
Selengue, Mali, from November 25 to December 2, 2007, 
to discuss, among other things, the pitfalls of the Alliance 
for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). Chaired by for-
mer United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan, AGRA, 
is an initiative of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
and Rockefeller Foundation.

Now, the theme of this conference might at first glance 
seem outrageous. After all, we are talking about Bill Gates 
here—a man who has become the poster child of good 
philanthropy. But this is precisely the point: because 
AGRA is a Bill Gates initiative with widely respected Kofi 
Annan as the chair, most of us accept it to be a welcome 
philanthropic gesture towards Africa. But it is important 
that we examine it carefully because what is at stake  
here is the very future of the continent’s agricultural prac-
tices—what is grown, how it is grown, who gets to grow it, 
who processes it, who sells it, and where and how much 
the African consumer will pay. Simply put, if food is the 
basis of life, what is at stake is the very sustenance of the 
continent.

AGRA claims that it will help “millions lift themselves out 
of poverty and hunger by dramatically increasing the pro-
ductivity of hundreds of millions of small-scale farmers 
and improving livelihoods.” 

An outcome statement produced by the Selingue confer-
ence organizers, however, states: “AGRA is actually the 
philanthropic flagship of a large network of chemical-
seed, and fertilizer companies” and is designed to “attract 
private investment, enroll African governments, and con-
vince African farmers to buy new seeds and fertilizers.” 
Waiting in the wings are seed and fertilizer organizations 
such as Syngenta and Monsanto, amongst other players. 

AGRA also states that it will “develop and strengthen  
Africa’s small and medium-scale seed companies to de-
velop and sell appropriate seeds to farmers, develop rural 
agro-dealers (small rural shops, mainly owned by women), 
and work with local food processors that can add value to 
products and local micro-finance institutions.”

Pointing to Asia, AGRA claims that the Green Revolution 
lifted millions from poverty. This claim was refuted by the 
participants at the Mali conference, who pointed out the 
tragic case of suicides among Indian farmers. In India, 
farmers initially flourished under the Green Revolution 
because millions of dollars were used to buoy the farms. 

African Food Sovereignty or AGRA
by Mukoma Wa Ngugi, Political Columnist, BBC Focus on Africa

“Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems. It puts the aspira-
tions and needs of those who produce, distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather 
than the demands of markets and corporations. It ensures that the rights to use and manage lands, territories, waters, 
seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those of us who produce food.”

—Declaration of the Forum for Food Sovereignty, Nyeleni, February 2007

Group of farmers working the fields, Eritrea.
Credit: Grassroots International
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But as soon as the money stopped being pumped, Indian 
farmers found that they could not afford hybrid seeds or 
the expensive pesticides required. They entered into debt, 
eventually losing their land to banks. The Green Revolu-
tion in India really was the pauperization of the poor In-
dian farmer. AGRA’s promise of agro-dealers in Africa and 
its promise to follow the Asian model means small-scale 
African farmers will be strangled by ever-widening circles 
of dependency and debt.

AGRA claims that it is African led because it appointed 
Kofi Annan as its chair. In Selengue, conference partici-
pants responded that Kofi Annan cannot speak for over 50 
countries and 680 million people. 

AGRA’s critics contend that the alliance will not take a de-
finitive stand against genetically modified foods. This lack 
of a position on GMOs was of grave concern to the orga-
nizations in attendance at Selengue. The AGRA website 
leaves a lot of wiggle room when it states that “introduc-
tion of genetically engineered crops are not part of AGRA 
strategy at this time” but a little later states that “AGRA 
will not shy away from considering the potential of bio-
technology in reducing hunger and poverty and we do not 
preclude future support for genetic engineering as an ap-
proach to crop variety improvement….”

Soon after being appointed chair, Kofi Annan declared 
that AGRA will not use GMO’s—a statement that is con-
tradicted in the website statement quoted above—which 

he and AGRA later retracted. In a sense, AGRA critics are 
right when they call it a Trojan horse for GMOs.

Once the mask of philanthropy is removed, we find profit-
hungry corporations vying to control the seed market in 
African countries, create a path for genetically modified 
seeds and foods, and pry open a market for chemical fer-
tilizers—which in turn will have an adverse effect on Afri-
can indigenous seed populations and destroy biodiversity, 
not to mention the likely devastation of the environment 
and the salination of the soil. The philanthropic gift for 
Africa is, in reality, paving the way for further exploitation 
of our resources.

Africans should grasp what is at stake here and mobilize 
against AGRA. African leaders have already sold off the 
land and the right to natural resources. They have sealed 
off some parts of the continent into export processing 
zones. They have allowed foreign military bases onto Afri-
can soil. They have given organizations such as the Inter-
national Republican Institute free reign to determine the 
very nature of African political institutions. But it should 
stop here. Africans simply cannot let them sell off the right 
to food sovereignty. If they are allowed to, they are selling 
off the very future of Africa.

Mukoma Wa Ngugi is a political columnist for the BBC Focus 
on Africa. He is also the author of a collection of poems, Hurl-
ing Words at Consciousness (AWP, 2006).

Women in the village of Douga, Mali drying corn kernels in the sun.
Credit: IFAD, Horst Wagner
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We, the Kenya’s Small-Scale Farmers Forum leaders, rep-
resenting crop farmers, pastoralists, and fisherfolk, do 
declare today, August 20, 2004, that farming is our liveli-
hood and not just a trade. Farming has been passed down 
from generation to generation, and is now threatened by 
Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs).

GMOs are a danger to food security and our indigenous 
gene pool. Patented GMO crops threaten farmers’ abil-
ity to save and share their indigenous seeds which have 
stood the test of time. Thus they will reduce our seed se-
curity and food security, without the long and short-term 
effects on our health and environment being known. 
GMOs will hand control of our food systems to the mul-
tinational companies, who have created these seeds for 
financial gain, and not for our need.

These new seeds may create conflict between farmers due 
to the risks of cross-pollination from GMO to non-GMO 
crops leading to contamination between farms.

GMOs will increase costs for farmers. This new kind of 
agriculture has been produced using a complicated and 
expensive process called genetic engineering. To make 
their profits back from the farmers, the companies pat-
ent the GMO seeds, which leads to higher costs for farm-
ers, who are then forbidden from saving and sharing their 
seeds for planting the following season. If the seeds fail, 
farmers are left in great destitution. The agrochemicals 

associated with GM crops will oblige farmers to pay the 
high prices set by the companies, and replace the need for 
paid farm labor, thereby threatening our livelihoods.

GMOs threaten Kenya’s environment. A clean environ-
ment is a fundamental right for all. GMOs on the con-
trary are contaminative, unfriendly to our biodiversity, and 
pose a threat to the existence of our indigenous seeds, 
to organic farming systems, and to human and animal 
health in general.

Our government is being arm-twisted to accept GMOs by 
multinationals, without considering the effects on small-
scale farmers.

Small-scale farmers in Kenya should be included in policy 
formulation on agriculture research and food security. 
Government should invest in irrigation, improvement of 
infrastructure, appropriate technologies, marketing, sub-
sidies, credit, farm inputs and better rangeland manage-
ment, and NOT ON GMOs.

We believe that God created life, and no one can own 
it, not even Monsanto, Syngenta, or other multinational 
companies. We therefore reject all GMOs in agriculture, 
and call upon the Kenyan government to respect our in-
digenous expertise. Therefore to be able to fully under-
stand the effects of GMOs on our livelihoods, health and 
environment, we demand a twenty-year moratorium on 
GMOs in Kenya.

Thika Declaration on GMOs
Statement issued at the Kenya Small-Scale Farmers Forum, August 20, 2004

“It is not that farmers are against new technologies, so long as these technologies will not force and destroy our indig-
enous seed varieties, will not change our native farming systems knowledge, and will not render us helpless and at the 
mercy of the transnational companies to monopolize even on what we eat.”

—Moses Shaha, Chairman of the Kenya Small Scale Farmers Forum, Kenya Times, 25 August 2004

Nyéléni Center, Built for the Nyéléni 2007 World Forum for Food Sovereignty
Credit: Aksel Naerstad
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Editorial: How Safe are GM Foods? 
Daily Nation, Kenya

Last December, some civil society and farmers’ groups took for testing maize seeds grown in different parts of the 
country. They were confirmed to have been genetically modified.

Maize is our national staple, yet we are now growing and consuming a variety that is potentially harmful to our heath.

Secondly, it is not clear why officials from the Kenya Plant Health Inspectorate Service, the Ministry of Agriculture, and 
the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute have not taken any action since last month when the matter was brought to 
their attention.

While we acknowledge that verifying the accuracy of the sampling method and the reliability of the results requires 
time, the issue at hand touches on the confidence that Kenyans have on the willingness of those bodies to protect the 
common good.

We need to know, for instance, why global biotechnology corporations, as well as the lobbies, are so determined to have 
our farmers cultivate genetically modified maize and other crops.

In a globalized world, there is nothing wrong with any company wanting to capitalize on market opportunities in Kenya. 
But the Government needs to protect our own companies that market seeds.

We should avoid, at all costs, a situation where our farmers will end up being forced to source maize seeds solely from 
the multinational companies.

We also need to establish that such seeds are safe for our health. This is crucial because this modification involves 
pumping poison-emitting bacteria into maize seeds to fight pests or resist drought.

The onus is with our research bodies to establish the effect of GM foods on humans. We cannot expect laboratories 
abroad to do this for us.

This editorial was originally published in the Kenyan newspaper Daily Nation on March 25, 2008.

Farmers in Tigray Province in the north of Ethiopia.
Credit: Aksel Nærstad
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Statement by Civil Society on Biotech ECOWAS Conference
Issued in Bamako, Mali, June 24, 2005

Civil society groups have expressed their reservations about genetic modification (GM) among the tools of biotech-
nology and wish to inform the ECOWAS Ministers as well as African and international public opinion of the reasons 
underlying this position.

We Denounce and We Reject:
• The patenting of life, which comes with GM, because it dispossesses small-scale African producers and violates their 

economic and cultural rights

• The absence of labeling of GM products, which violates consumers rights to information

• The lack of any mechanism for traceability in our countries, which prevents us from identifying the source of any 
eventual problem brought on by GM

We Demand:
• The recognition of liability of producers/users of GM tech-

nology with regard to any damage to the environment or 
human health, in conformity with the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety

• That the adoption of any innovation using genetic modifica-
tion be postponed in the long term (10 years) to allow differ-
ent actors to build their capacities in terms of verifying the 
absence of risk from GMOs

These five recommendations were the subject of intense de-
bate between civil society and experts both at the plenary ses-
sion of the Ministerial Conference and in the working groups. 
However, they have been left out of the final report that is being 
officially submitted to the ECOWAS Ministers.

Signed:
•	 West African Network of Peasant Organisations and Pro-

ducers (ROPPA) / West African Network of Chambers of 
Agriculture (RECAO)

•	 Consumers International

•	 Mali Coalition for the Protection of Genetic Heritage

• Francophone Africa Coalition for the Protection of Genetic 
Heritage

 
Statement issued by peasant’s organizations, consumer associations, the Mali Coalition for the Protection of Genetic Heri-
tage, and the Francophone African Coalition for the Protection of Genetic Heritage, at the closing of the ECOWAS (Economic 
Community of West African states) Ministerial Conference on Biotechnology in West African Agriculture.

Female farmer in the Tigray Province in the north of Ethiopia
Credit: Aksel Nærstad
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The threat to African food security and food sovereign-
ty—from genetically engineered crops, biopiracy, climate 
change, and free market ideology—is very real and re-
quires a pro-poor, solution-oriented policy change. Re-
cently, the International Assessment of Agricultural Sci-
ence and Technology for Development—the biggest study 
of its kind ever conducted—concluded that GM was not 
the answer to world hunger. When asked if GM could solve 
world hunger, the study’s director, Professor Bob Watson, 
said, “The simple answer is no.” Additionally, new stud-
ies have shown that using GE seeds actually reduces crop 
yields by between 6 and 11 percent for common GE crops 
such as soy and cotton, likely because the genetic modi-
fications for herbicide resistance negatively impact the 
plant’s uptake of essential nutrients from the soil. Yet, in 
May 2008, the Bush Administration crassly snuck phras-
ing promoting GE into the aid package designed to ease 
the world food crisis, again using the lies that GE crops 
“increase yields through drought resistance and pest re-
sistance.” This ramping up of the insidious effort to force 
GMOs into developing countries must stop. 

Genetically engineered crops are a wrongheaded approach 
for solving poverty and hunger anywhere, but they are a 
desperately bad fit for Africa. Because three-quarters of 
sub-Saharan farmland is plagued by severe soil degrada-
tion, losing basic nutrients season after season, it would 
be a disastrous mistake to turn to crops whose nutrient 
uptake is hindered in any way. Instead, Africans are asking 
for real change that will sever the long trend of benefit-
ing outside interests—change that will truly improve live-
lihoods, safeguard the continent’s rich biodiversity, and 
provide ample food for all. For example, low-cost agro-
ecological farming that fixes nutrients in soil and does 
not require expensive inputs would be a far better solu-
tion. The Director General of the World Agroforestry Cen-
tre confirmed that their research shows that farmers can 

easily double their production of basic cereals by planting 
leguminous “fertilizer trees,” which transfer atmospheric 
nitrogen into soil where it improves soil health.  

African scientists, policymakers, farmers, and activists 
have debunked the myth that genetic engineering holds 
the solution to the complex challenges facing the con-
tinent, and the tide is beginning to turn against genetic 
engineering in Africa. All the while, GE crops have co-opt-
ed the agricultural research agenda, rural development 
discourse, and tremendous resources and funding that 
could have contributed toward sustainable, African-led 
change. At the November, 2008 Conference on Ecological 
Agriculture: Mitigating Climate Change, Providing Food 
Security and Self-Reliance for Rural Livelihoods in Africa, 
organized by the African Union and UN Food and Agricul-
ture Organization, the Assistant Director-General of the 
FAO concluded that, “Agriculture can be at the center of 
the solution to climate change and this is especially true 
if we link sustainable natural resource management with 
agriculture. This can then be the basis for development 
and food security….” 

It is time for an end to business as usual. African farmers 
do not need top-down, force-fed technocratic solutions. 
They want cost-effective options that take into account 
unique challenges and opportunities that face Africa, in-
cluding the integration of multipurpose crop systems, im-
proved access to land, and support for traditional plant va-
rieties and breeding techniques. This is a choice between 
profits or people. Policies that support food sovereignty 
are the clear choice as far as Africans are concerned, and 
it is time to stop touting the benefits of GE and listen to 
the chorus of voices from Africa calling for sustainable 
and lasting change.

Part Three: 
Turning the Tide Against GE in Africa
“History has many records of crimes against humanity, which were also justified by dominant commercial interests and gov-
ernments of the day.... Today, patenting of life forms and the genetic engineering that it stimulates, is being justified on the 
grounds that it will benefit society.... But, in fact, the development of other options is deliberately blocked by monopolizing the 
raw biological materials. Therefore, farmers become totally dependent on the corporations for seeds.”

—Nobel Laureate Wangari Maathai, Green Belt Movement, Kenya
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For thousands of years, small farmers have grown food 
for their local communities—planting diverse crops in 
healthy soil, recycling organic matter, following nature’s 
rainfall patterns, and protecting our rich biodiversity. This 
system of agriculture, built on farmers’ knowledge of the 
local environment, passed on from one generation to an-
other. This relationship between nature and humankind 
is today threatened by the Green Revolution and genetic 
engineering of our food and agriculture. 

Farmers were told that the use of chemicals to feed plants 
and fight pests could improve productivity. Scientists 
developed new kinds of seeds—industrial hybrids—that 
work well with chemicals inputs. These new seeds, dif-
ferent from natural or open pollinated seeds, have been 
developed in laboratories by giant multinationals and not 
by farmers. Farmers who have saved seeds over centuries 
are now required to purchase these seeds each year.

To further their profits, corporations have developed 
Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs) as well. 
There are two main categories of GURTs: trait-related, or 

T-GURTs, and variety-related, or V-GURTs. The T-GURTs 
aim to control the use of traits such as insect resistance, 
stress tolerance, or production of nutrients. The genetic 
use restriction technology allows traits to be switched on 
and off by application of a chemical catalyst, very often 
owned by the same company that controls the seeds. 

The V-GURTs aim to control reproductive processes that 
result in seed sterility, thus affecting the viability of the 
whole variety. Seeds produced using this technology will 
germinate only if an activator compound is used. Referred 
to as Terminator Technology, this mechanism has gener-
ated widespread condemnation and protests from farm-
ers, indigenous peoples’ groups, and civil society organi-
zations. The intense lobbying efforts of social movements 
and the concerns of developing countries aired during the 
last Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity (COP 8) in Curitiba, Brazil in 2006 result-
ed in the continuation of the global moratorium on field-
testing or full-scale application of terminator technology. 
However, the promoters of GURTs want it discussed fur-
ther at COP 9 in Bonn, Germany in May 2009.

While the proponents of these technologies claim they will 
increase production and benefit farmers, in reality they 
pose serious challenges to farming communities world-
wide. Just to mention a few: the technology constitutes a 
severe threat to our biodiversity; few farmers will be able 
to afford the expensive maize seeds; countries will face a 
loss of crop diversity, especially in cross-pollinating crops; 
and contamination will deny farmers the opportunity to 
save seeds for exchange and re-planting.

Given the threats that these benign-sounding technolo-
gies present to our communities, it is essential to raise 
awareness about them. Recent policy advocacy workshops 
organized by the Katleho Moho Association (KMA) for 
government officials, parliamentarians, civil society, and 
farmers unions have demonstrated that most people are 
not even aware of international agreements, conventions, 
and treaties to protect our biodiversity and environment. 

In a supervisory visit of seven villages in which the Com-
munity Biodiversity Development Conservation Pro-

Are New Technologies an Answer to the Needs of  
Small-Scale Farmers?
by Makhathe Moahloli, Executive Director/National Coordinator of Katleho Moho Association (KMA), Lesotho

Plenary at Nyéléni 2007
Credit: Aksel Nærstad
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gramme (CBDC) operates, the staff tried to ascertain if 
the target communities understood the threat of genetic 
engineering to traditional seed systems and farming. In 
routine village visits we heard that introduction of new 
technologies is increasing the vulnerability of the farm-
ing communities, particularly small-scale farmers. Our 
farmer members have asked for initiatives that will call for 
rethinking of introducing these technologies in develop-
ing countries, particularly in Africa.

In one of these visits, 78-year-old Ralobisi Seleke from 
Ha Moahloli village stood up to say: “I am sure that I am 
the oldest among those who are here. I have learned that 
these technologies are meant to make the poor poorer 
and the rich richer. This Green Revolution has damaged 
our nature and continues to make it worse. We need to 
stand up and voice strongly our opposition to the devel-
opers of this technology and ask them to stop with im-
mediate effect. ” 

He went on to list some of his concerns, including threats 
to biodiversity as large land areas are planted under a 
monocrop; prioritizing market and export crops over 
crops for domestic consumption; increased mechaniza-
tion, use of chemicals, and irrigation; use of hybrid seeds 
that need to be bought yearly; increased dependency on 
multinationals for chemical seeds and inputs; and envi-
ronmental and health risks associated with the industrial 
model of agriculture. Seleke also indicated the benefits of 
ecological agriculture, including protection of biodiversity 
and environment and the ability of farmers to use avail-
able resources (saved seeds, animal manure). 

In our experience, the use of traditional seeds and farm-
ing systems are also the best means to reduce poverty in 
rural areas such as Semonkong in Lesotho. The CBDC’s 
Seed and Food Security Programme has made a strong 
case for promoting traditional farming systems, stating 
that local seeds and indigenous knowledge will benefit 
the current population and future generations. Ever since 
the inception of the CBDC program in 2006, many tar-
get farmers have improved their livelihoods. As a result, 
our approach is gaining acceptance among smallholder 
farmers who believe in food sovereignty and are joining 
hands to campaign against technological solutions such 
as the New Green Revolution for Africa. For instance, Mrs. 
Makaizara Molapo, a farmer, told our staff, “I find CBDC 
useful because it tackles prevailing food insecurity and 
challenges that face smallholder farmers. The CBDC has 
helped us reduce dependency on agricultural inputs be-
cause it promotes seed multiplication, and use and con-

servation of indigenous seeds instead of buying hybrids 
or using emerging technologies.”

To ensure well-being of small-scale farmers, several other 
factors need to be taken into consideration instead of 
depending on technologies such as genetic engineering. 
First, farmers need to be involved in the planning and de-
cision-making process of initiatives launched to increase 
agricultural productivity in Africa. Second, there is a need 
for investment in capacity building for farmers and par-
ticipatory research to strengthen their knowledge, which 
will be transferred from generation to generation. Third, 
there is a need to build awareness on environmental is-
sues, international conventions, and treaties to safeguard 
our biodiversity, in addition to ensuring that farmers are 
involved in national, regional, and international debates 
on policies that impact agriculture. And it is essential  
to ensure domestic markets for farmers, to protect their 
livelihoods. 

We all know that we don’t need a technological solution to 
accomplish food security or to protect livelihoods of our 
farmers. We need collective effort, backed by the political 
will and financial support, for development policies that 
focus on supporting small-scale farmers who form the 
backbone of our agrarian economies. 

Makhathe Moahloli is the Executive Director and the Na-
tional Coordinator of the Katleho Moho Association (KMA) 
in Lesotho, a community-based organization that focuses on 
improving livelihoods through health initiatives and agricul-
tural development.

Seed Sovereignty: Farmers display seeds from around the world at the 
Nyéléni World Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007.
Credit: Grassroots International
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My country—Mozambique—is one of those African coun-
tries in which the consequences of colonization, neo- or 
re-colonization, and structural adjustment programs are 
visible. A growing number of poor people are living in ru-
ral areas without basic public services like water, health 
services, and education, while our main urban centers 
show a concentration of wealth in the hands of a small 
group of people. The suburbs are becoming more crowd-
ed than ever, and everyday life is a big challenge. 

If we look at the kind of agricultural policies that are be-
ing proposed for our countries today, we do not find any 
reason to believe that there is real interest in tackling the 
root causes of poverty or in promoting broad-based rural 
development. The economic structural adjustment pro-
grams have severely weakened our agriculture economies. 
And now trade agreements, touted as Economic Partner-
ship Agreements (EPAs), are a weapon with the potential 
to destroy our local markets for agriculture products.

While the proposed Green Revolution may result in in-
creased production of a few food items, it is not without 
its social and environmental costs. There is consider-
able evidence that the Green Revolution in the past ben-
efited those farmers who could afford the technology at 
the expense of poor farmers who could not. This led to 
increased landlessness as poor farmers saw their debts 
increase and lost their holdings, increased migration to 
the cities, and increased incidence of hunger. Despite the 
claims of increased food production, widespread hunger 
still persists in the countries that underwent the Green 
Revolution, although a number of them have food sur-
pluses for exports. The irony of our global economy is 
that food flows through trade from areas where people 
are hungry toward areas where there is money.

Peasant farmers’ access to land is crucial for agricultural 
development in Africa. Mozambique was successful in 
passing legislation that could assure land access and con-
trol by peasant families. However, the spirit of this legis-
lation is restrained by a lack of agricultural policies that 
would support peasant and family farm agriculture. 

Access to and control of land by the poor has to be ac-
companied by appropriate measures that assist farmers 
to produce food for local markets—policies based on the 
principles of food sovereignty. The development of agri-
culture and rural areas requires the state’s commitment to 
pro-peasant and pro-family farmer policies that promote 
sustainable peasant-based agriculture. Sadly, current poli-
cies in most countries favor large export producers and 
hurt peasant food producers. It is urgent that we reverse 
such misguided policies.

The International Conference on Agrarian Reform and Ru-
ral Development’s (ICCARD) declaration states that “poli-
cies and practices for broadening and securing sustainable 
and equitable access to and control over land and related 
resources and the provision of rural services should be 
examined and revised in a manner that fully respects the 
rights and aspirations of rural people, women and vulner-
able groups, including forest, fishery, indigenous and tra-
ditional rural communities, enabling them to protect their 
rights, in accordance with national legal frameworks.” Via 
Campesina supports this statement by the world’s gov-
ernments and demands that they make it a reality.

The ICARRD statement goes on to say, “Agricultural poli-
cies need to find balance between national policy space 
and international disciplines and commitments. Indeed, 
agricultural policies are an important tool to promote 
land and agrarian reform, rural credit and insurance, 
technical assistance and other associated measures to 
achieve food sovereignty and rural development.” Indeed, 
food sovereignty policies are far more important for the 
well-being of our peoples than living up to certain types 
of negative international commitments, like those of the 
WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture, which hurt peasant and 
family farmers.

In today’s Africa, free trade agreements have made it eas-
ier for private traders—the only buyers and sellers of food 
left, now that the marketing boards are largely gone —to 
import subsidized food from rich countries instead of 
negotiating with thousands of small local farmers. Faced 
with this negative panorama, peasant families in Mozam-

What Kind of Aid Does Africa Need?  
Not Dumping of Food or Industrial Agriculture
by Diamantino Nhampossa, Executive Coordinator, União Nacional de Camponeses  
UNAC (National Peasants Union), Mozambique
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bique and across the continent are abandoning agricul-
ture in search of low-wage jobs in urban slums and are 
joining the international migrant stream. This is the sad 
reality, and EPAs will only make this worse.

Our country, like other African countries, has become 
highly dependent on foreign budget support over the last 
20 years. This funding was generally directed to imple-
mentation of an agenda that was based on policies di-
rected towards the liberalization and privatization of the 
country’s economy. During all these years almost nothing 
was directed to agriculture, especially peasant agriculture. 
Places that were once our green and productive lands are 
now abandoned by farmers, and are becoming unproduc-
tive deserts.

Today’s rural life has been devastated by years of free trade 
and anti-peasant policies imposed on our governments 
by their bilateral and multilateral allies. The forced priva-
tization of food crop marketing boards—which, though 
flawed, once guaranteed African farmers minimum prices 
and held food reserves for emergencies—and the closure 
of rural development banks, which gave farmers credit to 
produce food, have left farmers without financing to grow 
food or buyers for their produce. We are living a policy-
driven disaster.

What kind of aid does Africa need? Not dumping of food 
aid by rich countries that destroy local efforts to produce. 
Not the imposition of industrial-style agriculture based 
on chemicals and “high-yielding” seeds, with the para-
doxical outcome of greater production of a few food crops 
accompanied by even worse hunger and environmental 
degradation. Pesticides and chemical fertilizers eventually 
degrade the soil, leading to declining productivity, and the 
high cost of those inputs will deepen the divide between 
rich and poor farmers, swelling the ranks of the hungry.

Developed countries have many examples of the nega-
tive impacts of monoculture and GM crops, however this 
same system of agriculture is being promoted in African 
countries such as Mozambique. One needs to question, 
why? We must learn from the lessons of the past and  
be innovative and courageous in our aid and agriculture 
policies. If not, the errors of the past will simply be rep-
licated, and smallholder farmers will become even more 
impoverished.

It is important to recognize the difference between “devel-
opment” and “advancement in technology.” Technologi-

cal advancement does not necessarily improve standard 
of living for poor rural peasant farmers. More often than 
not it further entrenches their impoverishment. Technol-
ogy is not always the panacea.

One alternative that is left to fight poverty in Africa is the 
proposal of food sovereignty that comes from the move-
ment of peasants, indigenous peoples, migrants, women, 
and rural communities, which was confirmed during the 
international farmers forum held in 2007 in Mali. Food 
sovereignty is the peoples’ right to healthy and culturally-
appropriate food produced through ecologically sound 
and sustainable methods, and their right to define their 
own food and agriculture systems. It puts those who pro-
duce, distribute, and consume food at the heart of food 
systems and policies, rather than the demands of markets 
and corporations. It defends the interests and inclusion 
of the next generation. It offers a strategy to resist and 
dismantle the current corporate trade and food regime, 
and dictates that food, farming, pastoral, and fisheries 
systems should be determined by local producers.

Food sovereignty gives priority to local and national econ-
omies and markets and empowers peasant and family 
farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal fishing, pastoralist-led 
grazing, and food production, distribution, and consump-
tion based on environmental, social, and economic sus-
tainability. Food sovereignty promotes transparent trade 
that guarantees just income to all people and the rights of 
consumers to control their food and nutrition. It ensures 
that the rights to use and manage our lands, territories, 
waters, seeds, livestock, and biodiversity are in the hands 
of those of us who produce food. Food sovereignty im-
plies new social relations free of oppression and inequal-
ity between men and women, peoples, racial groups, so-
cial classes, and generations.

Lastly, it is essential to support the declaration of the 
International Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural 
Development (ICARRD) of the Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization of the United Nations, and to fully support its 
implementation. It is an important guideline for the future 
of Africa and rural areas around the world.

Trained as a lawyer, Diamantino Nhampossa is the Executive 
Coordinator of the União Nacional de Camponeses (UNAC―
National Peasants Union) in Mozambique and a member of 
the Via Campesina’s International Coordinating Committee 
for the Africa Region.
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Africa is in danger of becoming a dumping ground for  
the struggling GM industry and a laboratory for frustrated 
scientists. 

The push to bring genetically modified (GM) crops into 
African agriculture is not letting up, even as – and partly 
because—the GM industry is faltering in much of the 
world. A growing list of organizations, networks, and lob-
by groups with close ties to the GM industry are working 
to promote GM agriculture on the continent. GM crops 
are so far only commercially available in South Africa, but 
there have been field trials in countries including Kenya, 
Egypt, and Burkina Faso, and also in Senegal and Zimba-
bwe where there was no public knowledge or regulatory 
oversight. There is also concern that GM crops are com-
ing in by way of food imports and seed smuggling, even 
for countries that have taken measures to prevent imports 
of GM food, such as Zambia, Angola, Sudan, and Benin.

The proponents of GM technology sell a sweet message 
of GM crops being the second Green Revolution and the 
answer to African hunger, but the reality is quite different. 
A close look at GM crops and the context in which they are 
developed makes it clear that GM crops have no place in 
African agriculture. 

Here are twelve reasons why:

GM Crops will Contaminate Non-GM 
Crops—Coexistence is Not Possible
GM crops are plants and, as such, they cannot be easily 
controlled. Pollen can travel long distances by way of wind 
and insects. Human error and curiosity or regular farming 
practices also help seed to spread. GM crops can there-
fore never coexist with non-GM crops of the same species 
without the risk of contaminating them, especially in Afri-
ca where tight controls over seeds and farming are unreal-
istic. This contamination would have serious implications 
for small-scale farmers. For instance, it would endanger 
the indigenous seeds that these farmers have developed 
over centuries, seeds that they trust and know. Farmers 
with contaminated fields could also end up being forced 
to pay royalties to the companies that own the patents on 
the GM crops that contaminated their fields.

GM Crops Will Foster Dependence  
on a Corporate Seed Supply
Most GM seed manufacturing companies prohibit farm-
ers from saving their on-farm produced seeds for the next 
season and from sharing them with their neighbors, rela-
tives, and friends. This is imposed through elaborate con-
tracts, agreements, and conditions, which are imposed by 
the multinational seed companies. More than 80 percent 
of the small-scale farmers in Africa today save their on-
farm produced seeds for the next season. Farmers some-
times do this because they do not have enough money to 
buy new seeds and sometimes because they value their 
own seed. Also, seed sharing (with neighbors, relatives 
and friends) is a cultural norm in many African communi-
ties. The introduction of GM seeds will jeopardize these 
traditional and vital practices.

GM Crops will Usher in So-Called 
Terminator and Traitor Technologies
So-called Terminator and Traitor technologies are two ex-
amples of Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs). 
Terminator seeds are genetically modified so that the 
plants that they grow into produce sterile seeds (seeds 
that are infertile cannot germinate in the next season or 
any other time). Traitor technology produces GM crops 
that need to be sprayed with certain chemicals in order 
to grow properly. It is important to note that these tech-
nologies, which are targeted specifically at developing 
countries, offer no positive benefit to farmers at all. GURT 
technologies will cause African farmers to become wholly 
dependent on companies for their seed supply and for the 
costly chemicals that their seeds will not be able to grow 
without.

Twelve Reasons for Africa to Reject GM Crops
by Zachary Makanya, Participatory Ecological Land Use Management Association (PELUM), Country Coordinator, Kenya

African countries should enhance their 
investments in agricultural research. But 
such investment must support farmer-
driven research and it must focus on 
specific and local problems that affect 
farming communities.
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The technologies promise rich rewards for the multina-
tional companies, but they spell doom for small-scale 
farmers in Africa.

GM Crops Will Increase the  
Use of Chemicals
More than 70 percent of all the GM crops currently grown 
in the world are genetically modified to resist certain herbi-
cides. Farmers that grow these GM crops must use the her-
bicides sold by the very companies selling the GM seeds. 
Not surprisingly, studies show that these crops are in-
creasing the use of herbicides, especially as certain weeds 
develop resistance. Once again, the GM seeds hold the 
promise of huge profits for multinational corporations, 
but only increase costs for small-scale farmers in Africa.

GM Crops are Patented
Transnational corporations own nearly 100 percent of the 
agricultural biotechnology patents and the majority of 
these patents are controlled by a handful of pesticide cor-
porations. These companies will use their patents to block 
research that does not suit their interests and to trap farm-
ers into paying them royalties every year on seeds and into 
a never-ending dependence on their chemical inputs.

GM Crops Favor Industrial 
Agriculture Systems
GM crops are designed for agricultural systems with char-
acteristics that are a mismatch for Africa:

• Large farms: In Africa, small-scale farmers with 0.5 to 
3 acres of land are 80 percent of the population. Ap-
propriate agricultural technologies should help small-
scale farmers to diversify and intensify their on-farm 
enterprises.

• Monocropping: Due to the small farm size and chal-
lenging environmental conditions, monocropping is 
not favorable for African agriculture.

• Subsidies: While the farmers in the west are highly sub-
sidized, African farmers do not get any subsidies and 
cannot even recoup the cost of their crop production.

• Mechanization: While farming in the developed coun-

tries is highly mechanized, most African farmers de-
pend on human and animal power.

• Reliance on external inputs: African farmers cannot af-
ford the high cost of inputs that accompany the cultiva-
tion of transgenic crops. This is one of the main rea-
sons for the failure of the Green Revolution in Africa.

GM Crops Threaten Organic and  
Sustainable Farming
Most of the farmers in Africa practice organic agriculture 
(by default or by choice). Genetic engineering poses a 
great threat to such farmers in several ways, including the 
following:

• Many farmers in Africa rely on Bacillus thuringiensis 
(Bt), a microbe found in the soil that farmers can use 
as a natural insecticide. The toxin-producing genes of 
Bt have also been genetically engineered into certain 
crops so that these GM crops constantly express the 
Bt toxin. The widespread growing of GM Bt crops will 
encourage the development of resistance to Bt among 
important crop pests, thus rendering this natural insec-
ticide useless.

• Organic farmers practice mixed cropping and crop rota-
tion. These practices will be threatened by herbicide-
tolerant GM crops, which use broad-based herbicides 
that kill all plants, not just the weeds that farmers may 
not want. 

• Natural fertility is a key factor in organic/sustainable 
agriculture. The herbicides encouraged by GM crops 
kill fungi and bacteria essential to soil fertility manage-
ment.

The Biosafety Systems Required are  
Unrealistic for African Countries
African nations lack the expertise, equipment, infrastruc-
ture, legislation, and regulatory systems to implement 
effective biosafety measures for GM crops. They also 
lack the funds to build these up and will have to look for 
outside funding, which will increase their already heavy 
foreign debt loads. Should the development of GM agri-
culture really be a priority for African governments at this 
point in time?
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GM Crops will Not Reduce  
Hunger in Africa
Hunger in Africa is not due to a lack of food; there is 
enough food for all. The main problem is the poor pur-
chasing power of the population because of poverty. This 
poverty is exacerbated by trade liberalization in the con-
text of deep global inequality. With trade liberalization, 
African farmers have to compete directly with the heavily 
subsidized and marketed agricultural products from the 
West. It is like a soccer match with the small-scale farmers 
playing uphill.

GM Crops Will Not Resolve Problems  
with Pests
GM crops encourage the prolonged and continuous use 
of herbicides and pesticides, including the pesticides 
expressed by GM plants. As a result, pests and harmful 
weeds inevitably develop resistance, forcing farmers to use 
more pesticides and more toxic mixtures. Attempting to 
overcome pests by the selective use of pesticides targeted 
at one particular pest is particularly short-sighted in tropi-
cal agriculture because simply eliminating one pest allows 
space for secondary pests to proliferate and take over. 

GM Crops Will Encourage the 
Arbitrary Destruction of Biodiversity
African biodiversity is rich and complex, but it is also frag-
ile. GM crops could easily upset the ecological balance, 
bringing serious repercussions for farming and the sur-
rounding environment.

GM Crops Are a Threat  
to Human Health
Little is known about the impacts of GM crops on human 
health. Extensive and independent studies have simply 
not been done. But the risks are clearly real, especially for 
Africa, where diseases that are effectively controlled in the 
West still run rampant. 

What Is To Be Done?
Africa needs to apply the precautionary principle, which 
advises to not proceed when there is no certainty for safe-
ty of health and the environment. Given Africa’s lack of 
resources for effective biosafety measures—and lack of 
awareness about GM crops among the public and farmers 
in particular—the only practical and appropriate position 
for African governments to take at present is to declare a 
moratorium on the commercialization of GM crops. This 
must be upheld until adequate research has been carried 
out into the different socioeconomic, environmental, and 
agronomic issues surrounding GM crops and until there 
is enough public awareness for proper public consulta-
tions to be carried out. The right of African governments 
to make their own decisions should be respected by other 
countries.

This does not imply that African countries should put ag-
ricultural research on hold. On the contrary, African coun-
tries should enhance their investments in agricultural re-
search. But such investment must support farmer-driven 
research and it must focus on specific and local problems 
that affect farming communities. It is time for African gov-
ernments and their development partners to address the 
root causes of poverty and food insecurity. In line with 
this, much more can be done to support:

• Fair trade and improved food processing and marketing 
systems;

• Improved rural infrastructure;

• Farmer-friendly credit schemes;

• Low cost irrigation systems;

• Rural training to sharpen the skills of local farmers in 
food production and food processing; and

• Rangeland management.

Only Africans can provide African solutions to African 
problems. Outsiders may help, but the insiders—those 
who are affected— must do the job. The best way to bring 

The best way to bring about sustainable 
development is to strengthen existing local 
production systems while protecting them 
from such threats as GM crops.

In a world of increasing uncertainty and 
complexity, African peasant farmers want 
agricultural practices and agro-ecosystems 
that they control and that ensure both 
social and ecological resilience.
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about sustainable development is to strengthen existing 
local production systems while protecting them from 
such threats as GM crops. 

Zachary Makanya works for the PELUM (Participatory Eco-
logical Land Use Management) Association, a regional net-
work of over 200 civil society organizations in east, central, 
and southern Africa, which is working towards sustainable 
agriculture, food security, and sustainable community devel-
opment in the region. PELUM helps to build the capacity 
of member organizations to work with small-scale farmers 
to improve their livelihoods through ecological land use and 
management. PELUM is also involved in campaigning, advo-
cacy, and lobbying on policies and issues that affect the liveli-
hoods of small-scale farmers. This article was first published 
in GRAIN’s Seedling Magazine in July 2004. 

Anyone who hears an advocate of the Green Revolution 
for Africa expound on its virtues, will get excited by the 
promise that within twenty years farmers will double or 
even triple their yields and sell the surplus in the market. 
It looks like the path of least resistance, but wait a min-
ute.

To think that a technological fix will solve the problem of 
declining food production in Africa is incredibly simplistic 
given the complex nature of the problem. 

Have they considered the realities of Africa? For instance:

•	 90 percent of the population in the majority of Sub-Sa-
haran African countries are peasant farmers with hold-
ings averaging 2 hectares who use self regenerating 
planting materials, as opposed to state managed food 
production. Our method, giving the grassroots peas-
ant farmer control of production of food for their own 
consumption, is the first defense against hunger. 

•	 55 percent of the peasant farmers live below the World 
Bank’s poverty line (below U.S. $1 per day) and can-
not afford the package of inputs required to grow GM 
crops. They will fall in debt to secure a livelihood from 
the land.

•	 Socio-political conditions often degenerate into armed 
conflicts, rendering large portions of the population 
refugees and internally displaced persons. This popula-
tion is unable to engage in such highly organized ag-
riculture because of the destruction of infrastructure 
and the presence of land mines in farming areas. In 
addition, the HIV/AIDS pandemic has severely affected 
household agricultural production, as it grounds those 
of productive age and claims the resources of poor 
people for medical treatment.

•	 Of the crops promoted by the Green Revolution for 
Africa—rice, wheat, and maize—only maize is a sig-
nificant small farmer crop in a few countries of eastern 
and southern Africa. More widely used crops such as 
sorghum, millet, cassava, and groundnuts are not part 
of the package.

•	 As members of the WTO, most African countries do 
not have the power to protect their farmers from the 
dumping of subsidized food from the U.S. and the E.U. 
even as the latter protect their own markets from food 
imports through various non-tariff barriers. 

In a world of increasing uncertainty and complexity, Afri-
can peasant farmers want agricultural practices and agro-

Hands Off Our Food!
by Gertrude Kenyangi Kabusimbi, Executive Director,  
Support for Women in Agriculture and Environment (SWAGEN), Uganda

A female farmer, outside of Beira in Mozambique.
Credit: Aksel Nærstad
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ecosystems that they control and that ensure both social 
and ecological resilience. These are the best disaster-pre-
pared community responses during times of vulnerability 
caused by market shifts, natural disasters, climate change, 
and seasonal disruptions to livelihoods.

Linking African peasant farmers to input-dependant agri-
culture such as inorganic fertilizers, genetically modified 
seeds, and chemicals to control pests and diseases has 
the potential to expose livelihoods to the uncertainty of 
international commodity markets and create dependency 
on a product that is inextricably linked to fossil fuels for 
its manufacture and transport. Yet, Africa is constantly 
bombarded with demands to protect and conserve the 
environment. What double standards! 

Besides, even if locking ourselves into concepts such as 
the Green Revolution for Africa, which originated outside 
of Africa, were to boost production and reduce hunger in 
the short-term, it would sow seeds for chronic stress to 

livelihoods and agro-ecosystems from which it would be 
impossible to recover.

We demand to be consulted, not hoodwinked! You cannot 
purport to address hunger without addressing the hun-
gry. Africa is not a homogenous mass of land inhabited by 
obscure subspecies of human beings who have no capac-
ity to weigh issues, make independent choices, and take 
informed decisions. Africa is the cradle of mankind and 
origin of civilization. We demand respect for our indige-
nous knowledge and locally appropriate technologies. We 
are not guinea pigs to be used in unproven theories and 
experiments. Give us a break!

Gertrude Kenyangi Kabusimbi is the Executive Director of 
Support for Women in Agriculture and Environment (SWA-
GEN), based in Kampala, Uganda. SWAGEN works to simul-
taneously to reduce poverty and conserve biodiversity through 
initiatives and partnerships with the forest-edge community 
and other national partners.

Alarmed by the discovery of illegal Genetically Modified 
rice in Sierra Leone and Ghana;

Concerned that such contaminated food got to West Af-
rica through food aid from USAID and with the possible 
knowledge of the World Food Programme;

Worried by intense pressure from the Biotech industry, do-
nor agencies such as USAID, and the Bill Gates Founda-
tion on African governments to accept Genetically Modi-
fied crops;

Concerned by the non-existence of strong, people–cen-
tered biosafety laws in countries of the region to effec-
tively regulate and protect people from the GMO invasion 
and its inherent hazards;

Fearing that our people will be impacted through negative 
effects of GMO crops on local livelihoods, local farmers 
and public health;

Emphasizing that the solution to food security in Africa is 
not GMOs, a product of profit-driven biotech industries, 
but policies to achieve improved farming practices, devel-
opment of rural infrastructure, and effective distribution 
networks for agricultural products;

Recognizing the contribution of science to development, 
but cautious about the science of genetic engineering that 
transfers genes from other species using viral bacterial, 
viral agencies and genes from unrelated species;

Acknowledging the fact most African countries are Parties 
to the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety which mandates 
each country to put in place effective biosafety laws;

Recognizing that the resort to biofuel, supposedly as an 
alternative to fossil fuel, is not the answer to critical issues 
of climate change and food shortages in the world;

The participants recommend that:
African governments put in place strict biosafety laws 
based on the precautionary principle;

That such laws provide for the right of communities, re-
gions and/or entire nations to completely reject GMOs;

Rather than biofuel, African government should promote 
other safe sources of energy like solar and wind since the 
inherent impacts of biofuel may outweigh its usefulness;

African Communities Must Have the Right to Reject GMOs
Communiqué issued at the Regional Conference on Biosafety, Nigeria, in Abuja, Nigeria, from November 27 to 29, 2006 
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Immediate recall from Africa of all long grain rice import-
ed from the United States unless proven not be contami-
nated by LLRice601;

Suspension of rice imports from the United States unless 
accompanied by a valid GM-free certificate;

All African governments to put in place mechanism to 
monitor commercial imports of food to ensure that they 
are not contaminated by GMOs;

All African governments must initiate proactive programs 
to promote local rice varieties, reduce import dependency, 
and promote food sovereignty.

African governments must make adequate provision for 
the development of personnel and infrastructure for bio-
safety regulation and control.

This communiqué was issued at the Regional Conference 
on Biosafety, organized by the Environmental Rights Ac-
tion/Friends of the Earth, Nigeria (ERA/FOEN), in Abuja, 
Nigeria, from November 27 to 29, 2006.  The conference 
was attended by NGO representatives from Nigeria, Ghana, 
Sierra Leone, Togo, and Cameroon, as well as international 
scientists, academics, officials of Nigerian government agen-
cies and ministries, farmers’ organizations, lawyers, journal-
ists, and students, who deliberated biosafety challenges facing 
the continent. 

Resources
African Centre for Biosafety, South Africa
www.biosafetyafrica.net
Suite 3, 12 Clamart Road, Richmond, South Africa, 2092
Tel/Fax: 27 (0) 11-482-8915

BioWatch, South Africa
www.biowatch.org.za
PO Box 13477, Mowbray, 7705
Tel: 27 (0) 21-447-5939 	   	
Fax: 27 (0) 21-447-5974

Coordination Nationale des Organisations  
Paysannes du Mali (CNOP), Mali 
www.cnop-mali.org
Kalaban coura, Rue 200, Porte 727, BP.E:2169,  
Bamako, Mali 
Tel: (223) 20-28-68-00 

Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth Nigeria
www.eraction.org
214 Uselo Lagos Road, Benin City, Nigeria
Tel: 234-52-880619

Katleho Moho Association (KMA), Lesotho 
PO Box 246, Semonkong 120, Maseru 100, Lesotho, 
Southern Africa
Tel: 266-2231-1241
Mobile: 266-5803-3683
Fax: 266-2231-1241

Participatory Ecological Land Use Management 
(PELUM), Country Coordinator, Kenya
www.pelumrd.org 
Independence Avenue, Lusaka, Zambia, 10101
Tel: 260211257115
Fax: 260211257116

SAFeAGE, South Africa
www.safeage.org
PO Box 358, Woodstock, 7915, South Africa
Tel: 27 (0) 21-447-8445
Fax: 27 (0) 866-899902
 
Support for Women in Agriculture and Environment 
(SWAGEN), Uganda
PO Box 12223, Kampala, Uganda, E. Africa  
Tel: 000-25677-685332  
Fax: 000-25641-220117
 
União Nacional de Camponeses (UNAC), Mozambique 
www.unac.org.mz 
Rua Valentim Siti Nº 39 R/C, Caixa Postal Nº 1.016, 
Maputo, Moçambique 
Tel: 258 (21) 30-67-37
Mobile: (82) 30-01-875
Fax: 258 (21) 30-67-38
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