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1.0: INTRODUCTION 
 

The training workshop, which was held from March 25-26, 2007, at the Forum for 
Agricultural Research in Africa (FARA) headquarters in Accra, Ghana, benefited about 23 
journalists drawn from Anglophone and Francophone countries of West Africa, operating 
under the umbrella of Regional Agricultural Reporters’ Network (RECOAB).    
 
The main objective of the training was to equip the media with necessary skills for effective 
coverage of biotechnology during and after the Third Economic Community for West 
African States (ECOWAS) Ministerial Conference on Biotechnology, also held in Ghana 
from 27-30 March 2007. The FARA/PBS Coordinator for West Africa, Prof Walter 
Alhassan, started the workshop off by welcoming the participants and presenters before 
giving an overview of the workshop.  
 

He said the training was to prepare the 
media for the ECOWAS Ministerial 
Conference on Biotechnology and 
also to update them on progress made 
by the annual conference since the 
first one was held in Burkina Faso in 
2004.  The participants included 
senior science reporters, editors and 
experts from both electronic and print 
media who were drawn from Benin, 
Burkina Faso Chad Cote d’Iviore The 
Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Niger. 
Nigeria, Senegal and Sierra Leone. 
 

The meeting was also attended by representatives of the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), the International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-
biotech Applications (ISAAA), FARA and African Agricultural Technology Foundation 
(AATF). Several information, education and communication materials on biotechnology 
were distributed to the journalists to deepen their knowledge on the subject. Of particular 
interest were the ISAAA Global Report on Commercialized Biotech Crops 2006, the Pocket 
Ks and a Handbook on Effective Coverage of Biotechnology.  
 
This was the second of such capacity building workshops jointly organized by FARA and 
PBS with support from USAID.  
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2.0: PRESENTATIONS 
 
2.1. Introduction to Genes-structure, function and use in modern agriculture 
Mrs Elizabeth Parkes of the Crop Research Institute of the Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR) took participants through an introduction of gene structure, its 
functions and exploitation in modern agriculture. She made her presentation more practical 
by using ropes with pegs to demonstrate and explain the DNA structure.      
 
2.2. Introduction to biotechnology: Definitions, benefits and risks 
Prof Samuel Kwame Offei of the Biotechnology Department of the University of Ghana 
focused on the definition and application of biotechnology in agriculture.  He allayed fears 
over safety of transgenic products, saying they were the most rigorously tested for side 
effects, such as allergens and for impact on the environment. 
  
Emerging issues 
The presentation elicited heated debate whose highlights were as follows: 

• That rural Africa was still populated by many illiterate or semi-literate farmers who 
require biotech information into local languages. 

• That the farmers in most countries in West Africa had heard about biotechnology and 
were raising safety questions that should be addressed to avoid a backlash against the 
technology in the region. 

• The journalists wondered whether transgenic crops can eliminate the need for fertilizer 
application on crops. 

• That separating GM feed and food would be a daunting task for poor African countries 

• That the West was so much a head of Africa in terms of biotech R&D and application 
and that this would lead to the continent being a passive consumer. 

 
2.2.1. Response 
 Dr Offei concurred that myths about biotechnology should be debunked through awareness 
creation and knowledge-sharing. He challenged the media in the region to play their part by 
first seeking to understand the technology so that they could give accurate and balanced 
information. The professor said that African scientists had the capacity to undertake research 
on biotechnology to produce products for the benefit of Africa. 
 
2.3. Biotechnology Case Studies:  Bt Cotton in India and Bt Maize in South Africa 
 
Two documentaries were shown to enable the media to understand and appreciate the 
process of developing a transgenic crop, also to understand the benefits as narrated by the 
farmers.  
 
The two videos cover a wide range of topics, including research and development, patenting, 
regulatory affairs, policy, safety, benefits and perceived risks. Professor Alhassan led the 
workshop in discussing the video presentations.  
 
The following were some of the key observations made and lessons learnt by the 
participants. 
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2.3.1.  Bt Cotton 

• That many insect pests attack cotton apart from Bollworm therefore farmers need to 
control such pests too despite adoption of the Bt Cotton. However, Bollworm is the 
most economically important cotton pest. 

• That Bt Cotton require less pesticides compared to the conventional one. 

• That use of Bt in agriculture was not new as Bt insecticides or pesticides have been 
available although their efficacy has not been as good as when the gene is inserted into 
the plant. 

• That public-private partnership among Mahyco Limited, Monsanto and CSIR of India 
helped to successfully introduce Bt Cotton into the country. 

• That Bt Cotton was the first transgenic crop to be commercialized in India. It was a 
strategic move because Bt cotton is not a food crop and therefore less controversial 

• That the Bt gene was not expressed in cotton oil 

• That many farmers were happy with Bt Cotton because it gave them higher returns of 
about 20-50 percent more yields compared to the conventional seed cotton. However, 
farmers who planted counterfeit seeds and were making losses. 

• That it takes a long process to release a GM crop for commercialization. The efficacy 
and biosafety tests were rigorous and numerous. 

 
2.3.2.  Bt Maize 

• That RSA grows both yellow and white Bt Maize 

• That yields were higher than the conventional ones by 25 percent 

• That Bt Maize were fortified against the stem-borer, the most economically important 
pest. 

• That many farmers were happy with the new technology because it had been proved to 
be safe and beneficial 

• That it took goodwill from the public, media and politicians for a country to successfully 
release transgenic crops to farmers 

• That awareness creation through knowledge-sharing was critical to technology transfer 

• That technical capacity at country-level was crucial for research, development and 
deployment of the technology. 

• That biotech crops were only supplementing the conventional ones and that farmers had 
a choice on what seeds to buy.  

 
Some of the issues raised were addressed to the satisfaction of the participants who wished 
that African countries would adopt the technology to improve agriculture and fight poverty 
and hunger on the continent. 
 
2.4. Trade implications of GMO products development for Africa 
Mr. Samuel Timpo of Biotechnology Nuclear and Agricultural Research Institute led the 
workshop in understanding trade-related issues of biotechnology. He challenged African 
leaders to ensure that their experts were fully prepared to handle trade negotiations. He said 
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African traders suffered a lot in overseas markets because of lack of support by their foreign 
missions.  He called for a stronger African voice in the WTO, especially during trade talks.  
 
2.4.1. Emerging Issues 
The presentation raised a lot of interest as evidenced by the following: 

• The issue of benefit-sharing needs to be addressed 

• What are the trade implications for Africa if we were to adopt biotech crops? 

• We need fair trade policies by WTO: Africa only contributes two percent of world 
trade and this could shrink further if we adopt biotech crops as it would hamper 
trade with the EU states. 

• Farm subsidies should be eliminated by the rich nations for African farm products to 
compete favourably in the international commodity market 

  
2.4.2. Response 
The journalists were challenged to prompt African countries through reporting to grow 
enough food to meet the growing needs of its population. It was noted that Europe does not 
need grains from Africa as they had surplus productions. Ensuring food security in Africa 
was recognized as more important than trade with developed countries. The need to 
strengthen regional trade was underscored. 
      
 
2.5. Communicating biotechnology issues through the press: Ensuring objectivity in 
reporting 
The role of the media in ensuring objectivity in reporting was addressed by veteran 
journalists Mrs Linda Asante Agyei of the Ghana News Agency and a Coordinator for the 
Network of West Africa Communicators on Biotechnology, Anglophone Chapter, and Mrs 
Ama Kudom-Agymang, an Environmental Communicator. 
 
 2.5.1. Ms Ama Kudom-Agymang  
Ms Kudom-Agymag, a leading science journalist in Ghana, presented on challenges facing 
and opportunities available to the media reporting on biotechnology. She said that 
biotechnology was an evolving area of science, which presented and generated its own sets 
of stories that should continuously be told by the media. She observed that because of the 
ignorance that abounded in developing countries about the subject and the perceived 
dangers involving its application in agriculture, biotechnology stories were even more urgent. 
 
However, some of the major challenges she identified were the difficulties faced by reporters 
in getting balanced stories, scientists and researchers unwilling to be interviewed and getting 
biotech stories published or aired. She advised the journalists to deal with biotechnology 
stories like any other issues. She emphasized the need for objectivity and professionalism to 
win the confidence of sources and audiences.   
 
2.5.2. Mrs. Linda Asante Agyei 
Mrs Agyei took participants through the tips for effective reporting on biotechnology. She 
urged them to always keep track of new developments by reading widely on the subject and 
networking with scientists and colleagues. She called for balanced reporting that captured the 
views from both sides of the biotechnology debate but based on facts not propaganda. 
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“Build rapport with scientists and leaders to gain their confidence and trust and join interest 
groups on biotechnology to get more story ideas,” she emphasized. 
 
On tips of interviewing, she advised the journalists to always do a thorough background 
research on the topic before setting off for the interview. She told the journalists to always 
verify claims, ask for substantiation so that they can write credible, accurate and balanced 
stories. 
 
      
2.6. Overview of the ECOWAS Ministerial meeting    
Prof. Alhassan took participants through the highlights of the ministerial conferences held in 
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, and Bamako, Mali, in 2004 and 2005 respectively. The 
recommendations and the action plans were reviewed a head of the Third ECOWAS 
Ministerial Conference on Biotechnology that was later to be held in Accra, Ghana.  
 
He explained that the Ouagadougou meeting discussed the modalities for providing a better 
understanding of biotechnology, its applications and the opportunities it had for African 
agriculture. The subsequent meeting in Bamako recommended the development of an action 
plan by the ECOWAS Commission on biotechnology and biosafety in the sub-region. 
Related policy guidelines were also issued at the meeting. 
 
The Accra meeting was expanded to include ECOWAS Ministers responsible for 
Agriculture, Science and Environment who were to deliberate more on the action plan and 
adopt it. The action plan addressed areas such as cost and financial arrangements, the role 
and responsibilities of stakeholders, biotechnology and biosafety management or governance 
and the timetable for implementation. 
 
2.6.1. Emerging Issues 
The following issues were raised on the presentation. 

• Is there a political will to adopt biotechnology in the region? 

• Is the Ministerial Conference just another talking-shop? 
 
2.6.2. Response 
Prof Alhassan noted that the Accra meeting had high-level political support and expressed 
optimism that the action plan would be adopted. The action plan outlined the way forward 
in terms of funding, partnerships and projects to be implemented.  However, he challenged 
the media to raise the same questions with the ministers during the conference. 
 
2.7. Status of biotechnology in West Africa and Globally 
 
2.7.1. Status of biotechnology in West Africa 
Presenting the Status of Biotechnology in West Africa as at 2006, Prof. Alhassan said food 
and nutrition security remained Africa’s most fundamental challenges.  He regretted that 
apart from Burkina Faso, none of the countries in the region was conducting trials on GM 
crops.  
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Prof Alhassan, the Coordinator of FARA/BPS in West Africa, said Burkina Faso authorities 
had turned the decree on biotechnology into law to enable them to successfully conduct 
trials on Bt Cotton. Consequently, the country may commercialize Bt Cotton by the year 
2008. 
 
Mali’s biosafety decree was 
still awaiting Presidential 
assent. If signed into law, it 
will allow the country to 
introduce GM crops for field 
studies. Ghana’s biosafety 
draft law was at the cabinet 
level while Nigeria was the 
only country in the sub-region 
with a national biotechnology 
policy and an almost 
completed biosafety policy.         
 
 
Benin on the other hand had put a moratorium aimed at barring GM products from entering 
the country. However, the five-year ban was due to be lifted in April, according to Mr 
Dansou Gilles, a participant from the country.  Prof. Alhassan said PBS had offered training 
to scientists in Ghana, Mali and Nigeria on how to conduct field trials on genetically 
modified crops that were likely to be introduced. 
 
On the Global Status of Commercialized Biotech Crops, the FARA/PBS Coordinator said 
the world had entered the second decade in GM crops marked by rapid adoption by farmers, 
especially in developing countries. Quoting the ISAAA Global Report 2006 by Dr Clive 
James, he said, the United States of America, Brazil, India and South Africa were leading in 
adoption of biotech crops. A total of 22 countries grew biotech crops in 2006.  
      
The global area of biotech crops continued to climb for the 10th consecutive year at a 
sustained double-digit growth rate of 13%, or 12 million hectares, reaching a record high of 
102 million hectares. The number of farmers growing biotech crops exceeded 10 million. 
The accumulated hectarage from 1996 to 2006 exceeded half a billion hectares at 577 
million.  African countries such as Kenya, Burkina Faso and Egypt are expected to join the 
group of biotech growing countries in the second decade. 
      
2.7.3. Emerging Issues 

• Can biotech stakeholders sponsor programs on TV and radio to help create public 
awareness? 

• How can the media assist in countering NGOs who are against biotechnology so that 
there would no more moratoriums? 

• Editors also need to be sensitized on the importance of biotechnology because most of 
them are not aware of what it was. 

• What are the tactics used by anti-biotech NGOs on the ground? 
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2.7.4. Responses 
Prof Alhassan said the PBS was looking for funds which could be used for media campaigns 
and other outreach activities. Mr Cyr Payim of Burkina Faso reported that various 
organizations like ISAAA, USAID were willing to assist journalists to play their role in 
effective reporting of biotechnology.  
 
He called on the journalists to get more organized and develop proposals that could be 
funded by donors and development partners. He gave an example of his country Burkina 
Faso where such partnerships had led to more capacity building opportunities for journalists 
and thus improved coverage of the technology. 
 
On the tactics used by anti-GMO lobby groups, it was noted that they mainly depend on 
propaganda, use of local languages and hyped visual images. It was suggested that neutral 
and pro-biotech groups should be proactive and use simple language while communicating 
the technical subject. 
 

 
3.0 FIELD EXCURSION 

 
3.1. Biotechnology Nuclear and Agricultural Research Institute  
 
The participants visited the Institute’s 
Tissue Culture laboratories to learn more 
about micro-propagation. This enabled 
them to understand the benefits of modern 
biotechnology as the advantages of TC 
plantlets were explained in details.  The 
institute works on TC Bananas, Pineapples, 
Yams, oranges, sweet potatoes, among 
others. 

 

 
 
3.2. Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical 
Research  
Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical Research 
was the next to be visited. Here, participants visited 
the Parasitology Department and other diagnostic 
and vaccine research laboratories. Participants 
appreciated the visits saying they were eye-openers 
to what goes on in terms of high-level research that 
they needed to tell their readers, listeners and 
viewers. 
 
 
 
 



 11

 
4.0. MOCK BIOTECH DEBATE 

 
Participants tested their understanding of biotechnology issues with a mock debate on 
perceptions of Multi-national companies and their role in biotechnology activities in 
developing countries. They divided themselves into two groups: one pro and anti-
multinationals. 
 
Group 1 who spoke in support of the multinationals argued that local institutions should 
work closely with multi-nationals companies to tap their knowledge, funds and expertise for 
the benefit of their people. They said Africa could not afford to be left out on the on-going 
biotechnology revolution. 
      
Group 2 on the other hand, spoke against the multi-nationals who, they said, were 
exploitative and were only out to kill Africa’s traditional seed sector.   
 
However, in the long run, it was agreed that the media in Africa should help the people and 
policy makers to understand the benefits of public-private sector partnerships. They called 
for more public awareness and education to demystify biotechnology.  
 
 
   

5.0. WORKSHOP EVALUATION 
 
At the end of the presentations, participants were given forms to evaluate the workshop. 
The majority, or 70 percent, said the field visit was the most helpful aspect of the workshop 
since it gave them opportunity to see first-hand how the technology was being applied to 
improve crops. About 95 percent of the respondents rated the workshop as very good and 
very useful. 75 percent the presenters’ 
level of knowledge of subject was 
excellent.  
 
Most participants said they would like to 
know more about the impact of 
biotechnology on trade. They also 
suggested that application of 
biotechnology in medicine be included 
in the next course.  Biotechnology and 
poverty reduction, involvement of 
farmers in biotech programs, 
preparedness of researchers/scientists 
to communicate with journalists, sharing 
of knowledge and experiences in respective countries and more field trips topped the list of 
topics for future workshops. 
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6.0. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The following recommendations were made: 
1. Training be organized for senior media editors from the region to help them to be 

understand biotechnology and be appreciative of it  
2. That ISAAA should partner with the media in the region to produce programs aimed 

at popularising the technology in West Africa. 
3. That the training be extended to three days instead of two days to create more time for 

discussions and field visits 
4. That local participants should be provided with accommodation to facilitate better 

networking and interactions. 
5. That follow-up trainings should be regular and target the current participants to 

deepen better knowledge of modern biotechnology 
6. That the presenters should be given enough time to cover more areas of the 

technology. 
7. That RECOAB should be more proactive and seek to formally introduce themselves 

to the regional bodies and initiatives as the lead focal point for media events.  
   
 
 

7.0. VOTE OF THANKS 
 
The ISAAA AfriCenter Director, Dr Margaret Karembu, gave vote of thanks on behalf of 
organizers of the workshop. She thanked the participants and the organizers for successfully 
holding the two-day media workshop. Dr Karembu called on the journalists to support 
public-private partnerships to enable Africa to benefit from the knowledge-based, 
technology-driven agriculture.  
 
The director observed that African countries should build capacities of their technocrats to 
handle complex international negotiations because resultant decisions bound all parties. She 
challenged the media to highlight such issues so that the policy makers could act on them. 
African scientists are able and willing to take up such challenges as mapping the continent’s 
biodiversity and putting monetary value on them but were only lacking political will and 
financial support.  
 
She called on the media to help demystify biotechnology so that policy makers could look at 
it more favourably. “African farmers need access to high quality seeds and information on 
best agricultural practices and the media are best placed to spread such information to the 
masses.”    
 
Dr Karembu noted that the training had done well in equipping the journalists with the 
necessary facts and figures on biotechnology that they should use to report accurately and 
authoritatively on the subject, especially during the Ministerial conference. 
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8.0. APPENDICES 
 

8.1. Press coverage 
 
Ghana Press 
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Burkina Faso 
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CROP BIOTECH UPDATE (MARCH 30, 2007) 

 

AFRICA 
[Top] 

ECOWAS CONFERENCE ON BIOTECHNOLOGY IN GHANA 

Some 200 multi-sectoral representatives from the agriculture and environment 
sector are meeting in Accra, Ghana to deliberate on issues pertaining to 
biotechnology in the sub-region. This third Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) Ministerial Conference on Biotechnology’s theme is “Adoption of 
2006-2010 Action Plan for Meeting the Challenges of Biotechnology and Biosafety”. 

Ghana News Agency reports that the 2006-2010 Action Plan focuses on measures 
recommended by the Ministers to develop a regional approach to biosafety and a 
strategy for biotechnology information, communication and policy in sub-Saharan 
Africa. 
  
See the full article at: 
http://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/NewsArchive/artikel.php?ID=121477 

 

 

CROP BIOTECH UPDATE (APRIL 4, 2007) 

AFRICA 
[Top] 

ECOWAS MINISTERS AGREE ON BIOTECH PLAN 

An agreement was forged by the Ministers from the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) to use biotechnology to increase food production in their 
region. This was reached at the third ECOWAS ministerial meeting on biotechnology 
and biosafety held in Accra, Ghana. A communiqué issued at the end of the meeting 
noted that the technology will improve productivity, make the farming sector more 
competitive and ensure sustainable management of natural resources.  However, 
safety measures at both the national and regional levels were deemed important as 
past of the implementation process. 

A regional and comprehensive plan is envisioned to benefit from biotechnology 
developments. This will necessitate the assistance of development partners and the 
collaborative efforts of governments of various countries, said Marcel Nwalozie, from 
the west and central African Council for Agriculture Research and Development, an 
umbrella organization that co-ordinates agricultural research for west and central 
Africa. 
   
Read the full report at 
http://www.voanews.com/english/2007-03-31-voa16.cfm. 

 

 



 24

 

8.2. List of participants 
 
 
 Name  Gender Country Institution Profession Contacts  

1. Patrida Ofari Atta Female Ghana Public Agenda Journalist patofaiatta@yahoo.com 
0244-42500/ 
0244388949 

2. Gifty Nortey Bandoh Female Ghana The Chronicle Reporter Gigie96@yahoo.com 
021232713/ 
0244451103 

3. Sam Kwame Offei Male Ghana University of 
Ghana 

Ass. Professor offei@ug.edu.gh 
233500180/ 
0244090458 

4. Godfred  Sey Male Ghana Peace FM Head, Health & 
Environment Desk 

godfredsey@yahoo.com 
024406669/ 
021406767 

5. Walter Alhasan Male Ghana FARA/PBS PBS Coordinator 
for West Africa/ 

walhassan@fara-africa.org 
020-8146668 

6. Nancy Muchiri Female Kenya AATF Communication/ 
partnerships 
manager 

n.muchiri@aatf-africa.org 
254735992206 
254204223700 

7. Ama Kodom-Agyemang Female Ghana  Freelance 
communication 

kudomagyemang@yahoo.com 
0244-567888 

8. Ouedraogo Cyr Payim Male Burkina Faso L’observateur 
Paalga 

Journalist cyrpayim@hotmail.com 
226-78840798 
226-70729778 

9. Goergina Naa-Maku 
Quaittoo 

Female Ghana New Times 
Corporation 

 naamakus@yahoo.com 
021-226120/ 
0244-202720/ 
028-5079813 
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10. Linda Asante Agyei Female Ghana Ghana News 
Agency 

Senior reporter  Lindaagyei13@yahoo.co.uk 
233-244-638614 
233-21-665136 

11. Stephen Kwabena Effah Male Ghana Ghanaian Times  Reporter  steviekgh@yahoo.com 
021-223285/ 
024-9181198/ 
028-7047228 

12. Kwesi Amoak Male Ghana Radio Univers Broadcast 
Journalist 

kwesiamoak@gmail.com 
0277681373 

13. Justice Mingle Male Ghana Radio Ghana  Senior Editor jaymingle@yahoo.com 
021-223012 
0244-237056 

14. Peter serinye Male Ghana Metropolitan 
Entertainment 
Tv  

News Producer news@metroworld.tv 
021-765701/020-8164831 
021-782790/0249224529 

15. Tunde Arowosafe Male Nigeria Nigeria 
Television 
Authority(NTA) 

Principal reporter tundearowosafe@yahoo.com 
+2398038063327 

16. Edmund Smith – Asante Male Ghana The Ghanaian 
observer 

Editor esmith-asante@yahoo.com 
024-3324828 
021-760178 
0289104679 

17. Ibrahim Karim-sei Male Sierra Leone African 
Standard 
newspaper  

Publisher/ 
managing director 

Karimibrahim2002@yahoo.com 
232-22-30-205357 
 

18. Abba Ibrahim Male Nigeria Federal Radio 
corporation of 
Nigeria Kaduna 

Principal producer Themastermind15@yahoo.com 
+2348069357927 
+2348023111368 

19. Michael n. Didama Male Chad Journal Le 
temps 

Editor didama@gmail.com/ 
michael didama@yahoo.fr 
002356290354/00235996102 
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00235517028 
20. Dansou Gilles Male Benin ORTB Journalist kpessoareine@yahoo.fr 

0022995578799/ 
00229300981 

21. Germaine Boni Ado Female Cote D’ivoire Panapress  Journalist ger2299@yahoo.fr 
22507903149 
22520311910 

22. Philip Kwasi Appiah Male Ghana Accra Daily 
mail 

Journalist delpieroo2003@yahoo.com 
0275-344193/ 
020-8186040 

23. Eric Biateng Male Ghana Network 
Broadcasting 
EMP. LTD 
(Radio Gold) 

Reporter Cooj00572003@yahoo.com 
+233244994952 
021-300281/2 

24. Listowell Fordjom Male Ghana Adomfm(MBC) Broadcast 
journalist 

Listowell2002@yahoo.com 
0277443377/ 
+233277443377 

25. Fred Sarpong Male Ghana Business Week 
Africa 

Chief 
Correspondent 

bethehreston@yahoo.com 
0277834408/ 
0277834408 

26. Abdoukarim Sonko Male Gambia Agricultural 
communication 
division 

Director & chief 
Editor 

akksonko@hotmail.com 
00220 9920460/ 
002204392282 

27. Liz Parkes  Ghana Crops research 
institute 

Scientist Elizabeth okai@yahoo.co.uk  
021 778226 
024 6205205 

28. Margaret Karembu Female Kenya ISAAA Director m.karembu@cgiar.org  
+254-20-4223618 

29. Claudia Canales Female Philipines ISAAA Programs Canales.claudia@gmail.com  
30. D’Almeida Celia Female Mali Radio Kledu Producer/Reporter dedecelia@yahoo.fr  

 


