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1.0 Introduction

Uganda is signatory and party to both the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD), 1992 and the Cartagena Protocol
on Biosafety (CPB), 2000. These internationally legal binding
instruments among other things provide for access to and
transfer of biotechnology that is relevant to the conservation
and sustainable use of biological diversity. The Cartagena
Protocol on Biosafety in particular which now represents a
global consensus on the potential adverse effects of living
modified organisms (LMOs) to human health and the
environment obliges member states in their adoption and
application of biotechnology to apply the precautionary
principle when making decisions with regard to the
transboudary movement of LMOs. As a party to these
international instruments, it is good practice that any
position that Uganda takes on GMOs has to be reflective of
its obligations under the said instruments.

Although Government has been preparing a national policy
on biotechnology and biosafety under the aegis of the Uganda
National Council for Science and Technology (UNCST), it is
instructive to note that Government has not articulated
any clear position on whether Uganda allows or encourages
the importation of LMOs, also commonly referred to as GMOs
into Uganda. In fact, there has been considerable public
anxiety, often expressed through news papers, and triggered
by contradictory statements from different Government
officials.




ACODE Policy Briefing Paper No.5, 2004

Recently (February, 2004) the Director General of National
Agriculture Research Organization (NARO) tried to clear the
clouds around the issue, not so many Ugandans appreciated
it especially in the context and manner in which it was given.
Many questions remain unresolved in people’s minds as to
when and how such a position was reached and whose
position it represents. This is especially so because on the
day the said policy position was published, the Speaker of
Parliament had just directed the State Minister of Agriculture
to present a paper to members of parliament about Uganda’s
position on the subject. In any case, isn’t GMOs such an
important policy issue that could even warrant a public
hearing so as to mobilize public awareness and input into
the final position of Government? And what happened to
the participatory policy development approach that was
supposed to underpin the Plan for Modernization of
Agriculture (PMA)?

In our view, while there have been efforts to finalize the
preparation of the policy on biotechnology and biosafety,
the fact that we continue to see these contradictory
statements on an important policy matter that goes to the
heart of our agriculture-based economy leads us to at least
three conclusions. First, the issue of GMOs needs to be
addressed in a different policy context distinct from non-
contestable forms of biotechnology. Second, Government
or perhaps Parliament should conduct public hearings on
the issues to obtain input from the general public, raise
awareness and generate consensus that would influence the
Government of Uganda. And thirdly, future successful
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application of GMOs especially in the agricultural sector
will depend on public confidence and public acceptance of
the technology, and Government officials should not
monopolize decision making over this issue.

Here below is what has been said by different people at
different times. Many of these are Government of Uganda
officials.
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3.0 Making Sense out of these Statements

A critical analysis of the statements captured in the
preceding table leads one to draw a number of conclusions:

3.1 Uganda for GMOs

While initially there was no agreement on the issue of GMOs,
the statements point to an emerging consensus, at least
among Government officials that Uganda can not only invest
in GMO technologies, but should also encourage the
importation and application of GMOs. In fact, this consensus
seems to be shifting beyond the importation of GMOs for
food and feed to include importation of GM seeds which
could have adverse effects on Uganda’s small scale farmers.
In our view, unless there is a very unequivocal rebuttal of
this interpretation, this is our reading of the implications
of the statements coming out of senior level government
policy makers.

3.2 Political Statements are Superceding the Policy
Making Process

One of the challenges that we face as a country is the slow
pace at which policy and legislation is developing. For over
two years now, Government has been developing a national
policy on biotechnology and biosafety. The policy is the only
instrument that can articulate shared national vision,
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priorities and direct the necessary investments in scientific
and technical infrastructure that a country needs to harness
any potential benefits of GMOs and manage the associated
risks. So where is the policy and how much longer should
Ugandans wait? In our view, good science must be led by
policy and not politics. The reverse only takes care of short-
term political considerations and ignores the long-term
national strategic goals and objectives.

3.3 Four Years could be too Long: Have we Forgotten
Cartagena Protocol?

It is clear from the pronouncements highlighted above that
the emerging Uganda’s position on GMOs is not reflective
of the precautionary principle embedded in Principle 15 of
the Rio Declaration and affirmed in Article 2 of the Cartagena
Protocol on Biosafety. Indeed, the position stated by the
Director General (NARO) Dr. Otim Nape that “Until proven
otherwise, GMO maize and other food products may be safe
for human consumption”, if indeed that is the position of
Government, contradicts the Precautionary Principle. The
Principle as articulated in international legal instruments
demands among other things that where there are threats
of serious and irreversible damage, lack of full scientific
certainty as to the likely risks/dangers associated with any
invention or products, shall not be used as a reason for
postponing effective measures to prevent environmental
degradation.
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In ACODE Policy Briefing Paper No 4, 2004, we observed
that the adoption of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety
represents a global consensus on the potential risks
associated with LMOs. Therefore Uganda as Party to the
protocol is obliged to consider the Precautionary Principle
in its policy decision making processes.

3.4 Defining Our National Strategic Interests

As to whether GMOs may provide the “magic” solution to
problems of agricultural productivity in Uganda or elsewhere
in Africa is still a million dollar question. What about the
problems of scientific, agro-processing and marketing
infrastructure?. What about problems of governance and
conflicts?. As State Minister of Agriculture Hon. Kibirige
Sebunya put it at a regional workshop organized by ACODE
and NOGAM on Organic farming, however good the
technology may be, “you cannot increase agricultural
productivity and agricultural incomes in Northern Uganda,
or Sierra Leon and Liberia.” In other words, new technologies
will only work because we have clearly defined the problem
as scientific, we have addressed the infrastructure that
facilitates the application and harnessing of the technology
- and remember one fundamental point, we have agreed to
adhere to good governance in which we prescribe policy
solutions to policy problems and political solutions to
political problems and not vice versa.
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3.5 Are Fears about Loosing Niche Agricultural Markets
Real?

This is the question that is often not answered by our policy
makers. Shouldn’t the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal
Industry and Fisheries or the Ministry of Tourism, Trade
and Industry be either confirming these fears or dispelling
the myth through studies that are driven by national
strategic interests. Or actually we don’t have any national
strategic interests? What about the fact that markets for
organic products are growing at a rate of 20% per annum in
California - the biggest farming state of the United States.
Or what about the fact that the markets for organic products
are growing globally all triggered by shifts in consumer
preferences? True, we can join the big rush and join this
technology revolution. But before we make the final jump,
let our policy makers answer these questions as well.

3.6 Is the Public with us?

Introduction of GMOs in agriculture can be a highly
controversial and politicized issue. In any case, the
successful adoption and application of the technology will
largely depend on the levels of awareness and the level of
public confidence in both the farmers and consumers. The
ongoing policy process could actually have been used to build
and strengthen public confidence among the public. In as
much as the Uganda National Council for Science and
Technology has made tremendous attempts to involve the
public, public participation in this process has been confined
to organized civil society and in a few exceptions, public
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surveys. In our view, the ongoing policy process should be
used as an opportunity to organize and conduct public
hearings on GMOs. This would popularize the debate, create
awareness and ensure that the general public is with us in
whatever position we take or whatever decisions we make.
Short of this, the public will be left behind and the victim
will be the science that we are trying to promote.

3.7 What is the way forward?

We tend to agree with Minister Kisamba-Mugerwa that GMOs
can not be wished away. But we suggest that the immediate
policy problem is not whether to allow importation of GMOs
as food or feed, neither is it whether we should allow the
importation of GM seeds and their applications in Uganda’s
agriculture. Our problem is adopting a policy that defines
the “road map” for developing our national capacity in
biotechnology including GM technologies, through targeted
investments in science and human capacity development,
and public confidence building in the socio-economic and
environmental benefits of modern biotechnologies. If we
set these as our policy targets and avoid being driven by
political emotions, public anxiety or scientific
*adventurism”, the road map should tell us when we make
the right decisions to put GM foods on our dining table or
GM seeds in our gardens.

In conclusion, while we believe in the potential contribution

of science and technology in addressing problems afflicting
humanity at the moment, any country will only stand to
gain if policy defines national scientific directions rather
science defining the direction of policy.
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