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From January 2007 to July 2008 the GMO Executive Council, the governmental 

body responsible for granting GMO permits in South Africa, granted a staggering 

425 new permits for import, export, commodity clearance and general and trial 

release. The vast majority of these permits were for commodity imports of GM 

maize from Argentina for use in the animal feed industry. Over 2 million metric 

tonnes of maize were imported into South Africa from Argentina in 2007 alone1, 

for use as  food, feed and processing. 

The frequent assertion by the pro-GM lobby that GMOs are developed to fi ght 

against hunger does not hold water. The major benefi ciaries of these permits 

are foreign agribusiness corporations and the majority of GM crops are used as 

animal feed.  

The world grain trade is controlled by a cartel of four companies; Cargill, ADM, 

Bungue and Louise Dreyfus2. Of these four, Cargill and Louise Dreyfus are the 

primary recipients of GM permits for imports into South Africa. In 2007 Cargill 
imported over 500 000 metric tonnes of maize from Argentina into South 
Africa while Louis Dreyfus imported almost 300 000 metric tonnes. Other 
international grain traders involved in this trade include Atlas Trading and 
Shipping and Seaboard, who together brought over 300 000 metric tonnes 
of GM grains into the country.3 A South African key player in the animal feed 
industry, Meadowfeeds, was also engaged in brisk trading during 2007 – 
importing about 250 000 metric tonnes4 of GMOs to produce “a variety of 
specialised diets and custom feed mixes for the poultry, dairy, ostriches and 
swine industries”.5 

Nevertheless, a moratorium on approvals of new GM varieties for import, 

imposed as far back as 2004 is still in place. A study commissioned by the 

Department of Trade and Industry to investigate the socio-economic impact of 

GM imports into South Africa is nearing completion and publication. Currently, 

an offi cial position is not yet known. However, it is the view of chairperson of the 

GMO Advisory Council that a strong recommendation be made to the Minister 

of Agriculture that “all commodity clearances should be stopped as there is a 

growing concern that from a bio-safety viewpoint, there is a loophole in the system 

Executive Summary
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that is being exploited”.6  In the meantime a long list of commodity clearance 

applications have stacked up awaiting approval in anticipation of  the moratorium 

being removed, including  applications authorising the import of GM cotton and 

rice. If the application to import GM cotton into South Africa is approved it  could 

threaten the livelihoods of small-scale farmers in Africa from whom South Africa 

currently imports non-GM cotton, as GM cotton is likely to be imported cheaply 

from the US, India and China. Approval of an application to import GM rice 

application could lead to contamination of native rice varieties in West Africa, as 

South Africa re-exports rice to West Africa.

Apart from massive imports of GMOs for animal feed, an examination of the 

permits granted show that during 2007, Gene Giant Monsanto used South Africa 

as a nursery and laboratory for the testing of GM seeds, which it imported from the 

USA and Argentina and re-exported to the Phillipines, the USA, Egypt, Colombia 

and France for backcrossing, further testing/ planting.

Between January 2007 and September 2008, ACB objected to 19 permits, 

including a composite objection to 8 applications by Bayer Cropscience for fi eld 

trials of GM cotton (all advertised on the same day). 

We chose these 19 permit applications because approval will bring about major 

changes in the socio-economic landscape of South Africa, as well as for our 

neighbours in southern Africa in particular, and the African continent in general. For 

example, we objected to the general release of GM potato and experimentation 

with sorghum in a contained facility. If the GM potato application is approved, 

South Africa will not only be the fi rst country in the world selling GM potatoes but 

it would also contaminate the African market with GM potatoes. ACB also found 

that the potato industry has no appetite for GM potatoes, since South African 

conducts a brisk trade with several countries in Africa involving non-GM potatoes. 

Indeed, Potato South Africa, representing commercial and small holder farmers in 

South Africa have made their rejection of the GM potatoes clear. Objecting to the 

GM sorghum testing was vital, because this marks the beginning of a process that 

results in the transfer of African heritage crops into private hands. 

We have noticed that new GMO applications are becoming more varied and 

complex while South Africa’s regulatory, biosafety and administrative systems lag 

far behind. For example, the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) 

is currently engaging in a process to develop a risk analysis and monitoring 

framework for GMOs, 11 years after GMOs have been introduced into the South 

African environment. GMOs were introduced into the country in context where 

biosafety policies, laws and institutions were not yet in place. 

A study on public participation in GMO decision-making by the National 
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Environmental Advisory Forum (NEAF) - a body set up to advise the Minister of 

Environmental Affairs and Tourism - found that current provisions in the Genetically 

Modifi ed Organisms Act (15) of 1997 are hopelessly inadequate, unfair and not in 

accordance with the South African Constitution.7 

In terms of keeping up with international biosafety obligations, South Africa’s 

Biosafety Clearing House (BCH) – an information exchange and transparency 

mechanism – is still not up and running, despite South Africa’s international 

obligation under the Biosafety Protocol to do so. Too busy granting permits to 
multinational companies, the South African government has not managed 
to post a single risk assessment on the BCH for the 2000 permits it has 
granted since 1999. Sharing such information is particularly important for South 

Africa’s neighbours, many of whom do not have biosafety regimes in place to 

regulate, test and monitor what is coming into their countries. These governments 

are completely in the dark about which GMOs have been approved in South Africa 

and what commercial products or seeds might be crossing from South Africa into 

their countries unchecked. 

The ACB has also engaged with GM vaccines, especially GM HIV vaccines. 

Dealing with the HIV/AIDS pandemic is a grave and urgent task in South Africa 

and a range of medical interventions and scientifi c exploration are necessary. 

However, biosafety oversight is just as necessary to ensure that GM vaccines do 

not cause harm to health or the environment. (The ACB has separately produced 

a booklet dealing only with GM vaccines.)

Global trends driving the adoption of GMOs

During 2008, Burkina Faso became the fi rst country in Africa to join South Africa in 

commercialising a GMO, when it authorised the commercial planting of Bt cotton.  

Indeed, there is immense pressure on Africa from a range of players to modernise 

its agricultural systems and adopt GM and Green Revolution crops. This includes 

the African Union’s Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme 

(CAADP), developed in 2002 by the AU’s New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

(NEPAD). A major player in the promotion of the New Green Revolution for Africa 

is the Alliance for a Green Revolution for Africa (AGRA), heavily fi nanced by the 

Rockefeller and Bill and Melinda Foundations. 

Global climate change has become a convenient political driver for foisting GM 

crops onto the African continent and in this regard, agrofuels are being touted as 

cleaner sources of energy for the planet. The biotechnology industry is currently 
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feverishly experimenting on so called GM “climate” crops. GM drought resistant 

crops mark the beginning of a new wave of GMOs that are designed to appease 

critics who say that GMOs are not relevant to African farming systems. Drought 

is clearly a huge risk factor in African agriculture, and the biotechnology industry 

and its proponents are hopeful that this kind of technology will effectively silence 

critics. Already fi eld trials are underway in South Africa involving Monsanto’s GM 

drought tolerant maize. In March 2008, pro-GM group, the African Agricultural 

Technology Foundation (AATF) announced a public-private partnership to develop 

drought-tolerant maize varieties for Africa. The partnership is known as Water 

Effi cient Maize for Africa (WEMA). The project aims to bring new drought resistant 

varieties bred through conventional means and transgenic technology to small-

holders in the next 7 to 10 years respectively. Monsanto and BASF are set to 

provide their patented germplasm and transgenes for this initiative. The Bill & 

Melinda Gates and the Howard G. Buffett Foundations have also contributed a 

total of $47 million to this effort.8 

Although this technology is extremely complex, and years away from 

commercialisation, biotech companies are planning ahead: according to 

Canadian-based NGO, the ETC Group, Syngenta, BASF and Monsanto have 

already fi led applications to control nearly two thirds of climate-related genes  at 

patent offi ces worldwide. Together they have fi led 532 patent documents that 

the ETC group has categorised into 55 “patent families,” which correspond to a 

single invention seeking intellectual property protection in a number of countries9.  

These companies claim that the new “climate ready” genes will help crops 

survive drought, fl ooding, saltwater incursions, high temperatures and increased 

ultraviolet radiation10. 

High level support for alternatives to GM downplayed

As pressure is mounting on Africa to adopt genetic engineering on the pretext of 

ensuring food and fuel security, a largely ignored but highly signifi cant voice in the 

international arena is advocating refreshing different approaches and solutions. A 

report by the International Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology for 

Development (IAASTD), published in April 2008, suggests that the road to food 

security, sovereignty and sound environmental practices for current and future 

generations, lies in adopting and enhancing ecological agricultural systems, 

often based on local knowledge. Far from promoting the benefi ts of GMOs, the 

report highlights the many scientifi c uncertainties and negative socio-economic 
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impacts that are being recorded world- wide. The IAASTD report was compiled 

by over 400 scientifi c experts after 4 years of research and a rigorous peer review 

process. The research leading to this report was principally commissioned by 

the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the World Bank 

and launched as an intergovernmental process comprising of a multi-stakeholder 

forum.  Although the fi nal report was adopted by 58 countries in April 2008,11 

both the report and its detailed recommendations were utterly ignored by world 

leaders when they met, ironically at a global food crisis in June 2008. Instead 

they proposed further boosting of yields through new technology and reliance on 

markets and food aid.12 



During February 2007, the African Centre for Biosafety (ACB) published a booklet 

titled Interrogating GMO decision-making: critique of GMO permit applications 

in South Africa 2004 – 2007 by Rose Williams. The current booklet attempts to 

enrich that booklet by providing updated information and analyses of the situation 

regarding GMO permit applications in South Africa. In so doing, we outline the 

speed at which South Africa continues to embrace GM technology in food and 

farming. In the short space of time since Williams’ paper – a mere 20 months, the 

GMO Executive Council has approved a staggering 416 new GMO permits for 

import, export, commodity clearance and general and trial release. 

We trust that this paper will bring additional information to the South African 

public, who continue to be kept in the dark, as public participation and access 

to information with regard to GMO decision-making continues to be notoriously 

diffi cult. 

This paper is also cognisant of the pressure on African countries to accept 

GMOs in the face of the current global food crisis. In this light, this paper attempts 

to point to some trends emerging from South Africa and its resonance with the 

rest of the African Continent.

*In this paper, we use the terms, genetically engineered and genetically 

modifi ed interchangeably as appropriate, to denote the application of transgenic 

techniques, using genetic engineering technologies.

background



The African Centre for Biosafety is a non-profi t organisation focussing on issues 

of biopolitics, including biosafety, biopiracy, agrofuels in the context of challenging 

the logic of industrial agriculture in Africa. The ACB has a long track record of 

interrogating and analysing GMO permit applications made to the Registrar of 

the Genetically Modifi ed Organisms Act,  (under the Department of Agriculture) 

for the release of GMOs into the environment. These included permits for 

experimentation of strategic food security crops and numerous applications for 

commodity imports. This engagement has principally been in the arena of GMOs 

in food and agriculture, but more recently we have also engaged with applications 

dealing with a poultry vaccine, as well as HIV vaccines for humans.

The issue of public participation in regulatory decision-making has been 

problematic ever since the Genetically Modifi ed Organism Act (15) of 1997 came 

into force in 1999. Interested and affected parties have consistently complained 

that the provisions of this Act are inadequate and that too much reliance is placed 

on accepting information and data supplied by the applicants (the majority of whom 

are multinational corporations). The National Advisory Forum (NEAF), established 

by the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, investigated the legality of 

the provisions of the GMO Act dealing with public input, and corroborated the 

ACB’s view that public participation is not valued by authorities in the decision-

making process, but is seen rather as an obstacle slowing down the permitting 

system. The NEAF study made recommendations for the provision of meaningful 

public participation, concluding that the provisions provided for in the GMO Act 

are unfair and inadequate.13 

A mechanism for information exchange in order to ensure transparency called 

the Biosafety Clearing House (BCH) has been established by the Convention on 

Biological Diversity’s Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety.  The Biosafety Protocol 

makes it incumbent upon Parties to share information about GMO decisions via the 

BCH. As a Party to the Biosafety Protocol, South Africa has not yet implemented its 

obligations vis-à-vis the BCH, leaving other Parties to the Protocol, governments 

and consumers in the dark about what is being grown, processed and traded. 

Globally, GMOs are being promoted by a range of actors with renewed 

introduction
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vigour as a result of the global food crisis. The “New Green Revolution for 

Africa” is being touted as an answer to the food crisis that has gained very high 

prominence in 2008, and there is an aggressive drive to promote agrofuels as a 

“green technology” for the future. These two strategies are being driven by the 

imperative to bring African agricultural systems into the global economy, capture 

new markets for agribusiness and consolidate land in the hands of corporations 

and foreign governments. South Africa has a decade of lessons to share with 

African countries that will be fl ooded with GMO applications the moment their 

Biosafety and Intellectual Property Rights legislative systems are in place. Thus, 

the South African experience is instructive for other African countries currently in 

the process of developing their Biosafety Frameworks. 

Until recently, South Africa was the only country in Africa that allowed the 

commercial release of GMOs (cotton, soya, yellow and white maize). Burkina Faso 

has joined the fray by granting a permit for the general release of Bt cotton in July 

200814, in the belief that there will be a 30% increase in yield and therefore, enable 

farmers in that country to keep up with global markets. There are also confl icting 

reports as to whether Egypt has authorised the commercial release of GM maize.  

It would seem that the door is fi nally opening for wider adoption on the African 

continent. 



The New Green Revolution and the

Global Food Crisis

In 2008, what has come to be called a “global food crisis” came under the global 

spotlight, as citizens, furious about soaring food prices, took to the streets in 

protest in 40 countries around the world. Between 2005 and 2007, the price of 

staple food crops such as wheat, rice and maize increased by a staggering 70%, 

75%, and 80% respectively, while dairy products escalated by a hefty 90%15 – 

leaving even the well-off feeling the pinch. 

About 850 million people world-wide are already hungry.16 The World Bank and 

aid agencies estimated that soaring food prices could push as many as 100 million 

more people into hunger. At a UN Summit convened to discuss the crisis in early 

June 2008, a new Task Force on the Food Crisis composed of UN agencies, the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was established. The Task 

Force recommended the opening up more markets in the South, subsidising food 

imports with development aid and the promotion of a New Green Revolution.17 At 

the summit, U.S. Agriculture Secretary Ed Schafer stated that, “Biotechnology is 

one of the most promising tools for improving the productivity of agriculture and 

increasing the incomes of the rural poor”. He added that “the world’s leaders have 

a responsibility to allow markets to provide food effi ciently, without obstructing 

access to it or limiting safe technologies to produce it”.18 As international NGO, 

GRAIN summarises:

“The policymakers, scientists and investors who have led us into the current 

mess cannot be relied upon to get us out of it. They have created a profound 

double vacuum: a policy void and a market sham. The policy void is palpable. 

Instead of generating bright ideas to build a more sustainable and equitable food 

system, those in power seem capable of only knee-jerk responses that amount to 

more of the same...”19

Nevertheless, the food crisis has now created a perfect platform for the 
ideals of the New Green Revolution to be advanced in Africa with vigour. 

emerging trends
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The Green Revolution (GR) is a technological package designed to increase 

crop yields. The term was coined in 1968 by then Director of the United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID) to describe the 

agricultural model that increased crop production in wheat, maize and rice 

in Southeast Asia and India.20 Breakthroughs in plant breeding in the early 

1940’s allowed for the development of high yielding variety (HYV) seeds, 

which responded well to inorganic fertilizers and other chemical inputs. The 

introduction of the Green Revolution changed the face of farming globally 

by shifting agricultural systems from predominantly local food production 

for local consumption, using local resources and knowledge, to large scale 

monocrops grown for the global market. 

The Green Revolution has also come to be known as a “development strategy”, 

as it was initially promoted through philanthropic organisations, such as the 

Rockefeller and Ford Foundations, as well as through governments, to increase 

food production in the South. The yardstick for success of the GR is measured 

in terms of increased crop yields. According to this benchmark, the Green 

Revolution’s technological package has been hugely successful, particularly in 

Asia. For example, India is said to have avoided a severe famine in 1967 thanks to 

the adoption of Green Revolution technology, tripled its wheat production between 

1961 and 1980, and became self-suffi cient in the production of wheat and rice.21

However, the social and environmental costs of the “modernisation” of 

agriculture have been extensive. These include the degradation and pollution of 

water and soil, impacts on human health and the loss of biodiversity, poor nutrition 

and dependence on external suppliers for agricultural resources.  

Mass migration to cities is a feature of the adoption of Green Revolution 

technologies as peasants are unable to keep up with the ever-increasing cost 

of inputs and ever-mounting debt coupled with an erosion of their subsistence 

agriculture. For example, over 120 000 South Korean peasants migrated to the 

city between 1986 and 1988.22 

It is often said that the “Green Revolution missed Africa”. Largely unsuccessful 

attempts were made to modernise African agriculture in the 1970’s, and to date the 

majority of small-scale African farmers have still not adopted these technologies.23 

There is now a new drive to introduce the Green Revolution in Africa.  This “New 

Green Revolution” is being promoted by a myriad of players, including the 

United Nations and the African Union (AU) – particularly refl ected in the AU’s 
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Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), developed 

in 2002 by the AU’s New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). CAADP 

commits to a 6% annual growth in food production by 2015 through “agricultural 

knowledge systems delivering profi table and sustainable technologies that are 

widely adopted by farmers resulting in sustained agricultural growth”.24 What is 

new about the New Green Revolution push in Africa is that the private sector is 

now one of the biggest drivers of the project, with a clearly defi ned role in public-

private partnerships. These partnerships are geared toward promoting industrial 

agriculture, based on agro-exports, free trade and the use of chemical intensive 

large scale monocultures and GMOs.25 

The chemical fertiliser industry is particularly deeply involved in the promotion of 

this revolution. At the African Fertiliser Summit in 2006, industry convinced African 

leaders that the poor and degraded soils of Africa can only be remedied through 

inorganic fertilisers. Thus, securing subsidised credit for inorganic fertilisers has 

become a key component of the New Green Revolution push. 

One of the most powerful forces behind the New Green Revolution is the 

‘Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa’ (AGRA). AGRA was launched on 12 

September 2006, a partnership between the Rockefeller and the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundations, to help millions of small-scale African farmers out of poverty. 

AGRA proposes to boost farm productivity through the introduction of modern 

agricultural technology-high yielding seeds, inorganic fertilisers and chemicals 

– to increase agricultural production and improving market access for African 

farmers. The Gates Foundation has committed US$100 million and the Rockefeller 

Foundation US$50 million towards the implementation of this project, over a fi ve 

year period of time.26 

AGRA does not intend to improve and build on what is already there, but instead, 

aims to radically transform African agriculture and tailor policies and institutions 

to fi t into its vision of the new African agriculture. In this regard, AGRA will install 

a whole new rural agribusiness chain to serve as a conduit to supply African 

farmers with inputs such as hybrid seeds, pesticides and inorganic fertlisers. 

The development of a new breed of African scientists to support this ambitious 

plan is also a primary focus of AGRA. Former UN Secretary General, Kofi  Anan is 

the patron of AGRA and serves as chairperson of its Board. Anan is the African 

face that assures the world that AGRA is a revolution that “Africans will own, 

whose destiny we will shape, and which responds to the specifi c environmental 

challenges facing the continent”.27 

Currently, the offi cial position of AGRA is that they will not be introducing GM 

crops as part of their projects, due to the limited capacity of African plant breeders 
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to deal with the technology. However, AGRA has made it clear that it will not shy 

away from GMOs in the light of the “potential of biotechnology in reducing hunger 

and poverty”.28 It is likely that AGRA has taken a politically strategic decision to 

distance itself from GMOs for the time being, because the majority of African 

countries do not have fully functional Biosafety systems in place to license the 

cultivation of GM crops nor the legal infrastructure to protect intellectual property 

rights; the lynchpin of the biotechnology industry.29 Both the Gates and Rockefeller 

Foundations are already heavily involved in funding GM research on the continent 

and it is inevitable that GMOs will form part of a future AGRA package once the 

relevant biosafety and IPR legal instruments are in place.i   

Muted Support for Ecological Agriculture

In the midst of all this bluster the International Assessment of Agricultural 

Science and Technology (IAASTD) produced a research report in 2008 that was 

commissioned by the World Bank and the Food and Agriculture Organisation 

(FAO), as far back as 2004. The IAASTD was tasked with “evaluating the 

relevance, quality and effectiveness of agricultural knowledge, science, and 

technology (AKST), and related policy and institutional arrangements. It was 

launched as an intergovernmental process with a multi-stakeholder Bureau, under 

the co-sponsorship of the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), the Global 

Environmental Facility (GEF), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), United Nations Education, 

Scientifi c and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the World Bank and the World 

Health Organisation (WHO). Over 400 authors were involved in drafting the reports 

that drew on the evidence and assessments of thousands of experts worldwide 

and draft reports were subjected to two independent peer review processes”.30 

The fi nal report of the IAASTD unfl inchingly pinpoints the underlying factors 

responsible for the current global food crisis, namely, the trade regimes that 

i The Gates Foundation is currently supporting at least eight genetic engineering projects relevant to Africa totalling US$75 
million, involving academics or companies in USA, UK, Germany or Australia, and only one of which has explicitly named 
collaborators in African countries. The funding is equally split between four projects aimed at genetic engineering insect vectors 
that transmit malaria, trypanosomiasis and dengue, and four aimed at producing “nutritionally enhanced” crop plants using a 
combination of selective breeding and genetic modifi cation. (Ho, M. 30 July 2007. Philanthropy Gates Style, Isis Press Release)

Additionally, as discussed in this document, the South African government has just given the green light for experimentation 
in a containment level 3 facility on nutritionally enhanced GM sorghum, developed by the Council for Scientifi c and Industrial 
Research, under the auspices of the Gates Foundation funded African Biofortifi ed Sorghum Project (ABSP).
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favour wealthy nations and multi-national corporations, cheap subsidied food in 

the North dumped on developing countries, proprietary technologies that stifl e 

new research and monopolies on world seed and fertiliser markets and so forth.31 

In regard to GMOs, the IAASTD report highlights the many scientifi c uncertainties 

and negative socio-economic impacts that are being recorded world wide.32 The 

IAASTD strongly supports the promotion of resilient, environmentally sound, 

diverse and independent agricultural systems. While industry players are up in 

arms with this outcome, social and farmer’s movements are demanding that local 

governments take the recommendations into account and implement them.

The IAASTD report does not suit the agenda of agribusiness. With all of the 

political clout and power of money behind the New Green Revolution for Africa, it 

will no doubt be the dominant agricultural paradigm and developmental path for 

Africa, if it goes unchallenged.

African Heritage Crops in danger

AGRA’s goal is to develop 100 new crop varieties over the next fi ve years, focusing 

on at least 10 African staples, including maize, cassava, sorghum and millet. 

These initiatives have already been implemented in South Africa in the form of two 

GMO permit applications for the experimentation of GM cassava and sorghum. 

Both applications were initially refused by the GMO Executive Council, the body 

responsible for granting permits in terms of the GMO Act. Both decisions were taken 

on appeal. The appeal board reversed the decision on GM sorghum, overriding 

the GMO decision making body, and granted permission for experimentation with 

a high lysine producing sorghum in a level 3 containment facility. Further details 

are discussed in the section ACB Objections January 2007 to June 2008. We 

await the outcome of the appeal on cassava, due out any day now.

The GM sorghum project is bankrolled by Bill Gates’ African Biofortifi cation 

Sorghum Project (ABSP), which aims to develop more nutritious and digestible 

sorghum varieties for Africa. The approval of GM sorghum is a huge set back 
as it allows the genetic modifi cation of crops in their centres of origin where 
they have wild relatives and long histories of domestication, heralding the 
transfer of African knowledge and agro-biodiversity into the hands of private 
institutions. 

This trend has serious implications for the food sovereignty and food security 

of Africans, the majority of which still rely on agriculture for their means of survival. 

GRAIN Africa responded to the approval of the sorghum permit, saying: “It is not 
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for the South African government to decide, on behalf of the rest of Africa, that they 

may approve an industrial project which will result in the inevitable contamination 

of Africa’s astounding genetic diversity in sorghum. This crop has been developed 

and cared for by farmers for over 5 000 years.”33

Agrofuels and GMO expansion

As the idea of “peak oil” becomes a stark reality, humankind is frantically searching 

for alternative sources of energy to fuel the consumer-addicted lifestyles of the 

elite. With the dwindling supply of fossil fuels in the world, it is envisioned that 

energy can be sapped from plant sources, in the form of ‘biofuels’. ‘Biofuels’ is 

a misnomer, since biofuels refer to methods of harvesting energy from recently 

dead organic matter, and covers a wide range of energy sources. A more accurate 

label is “agrofuels”, energy harvested from crops that are grown for that purpose, 

mainly in large, industrial scale monoculture plantations. 

Oil is a non-renewable fossil fuel that powers the modern industrial era. “Peak 

oil is the point in time when the maximum rate of global petroleum extraction 

is reached, after which the rate of production enters terminal decline. M. King 

Hubbert created and fi rst used this theory in 1956 to accurately predict that 

United States oil production would peak between 1965 and 1970. His logistic 

model, now called Hubbert peak theory, and its variants have been shown to 

be descriptive with reasonable accuracy of the peak and decline of production 

from oil wells, fi elds, regions and countries”.34 

In December 2007, the South African Department of Minerals and Energy 

published its fi nal Biofuels Industrial Strategy. The Strategy proposes the 

production of 400 million litres of agrofuel liquids over the next fi ve years,35 to be 

derived from sugar cane, sugar beet, sunfl ower, rapeseed and soya. Signifi cantly, 

Jatropha and maize have specifi cally been disallowed in the Strategy due to 

Jatropha being an alien plant, and the latter, a staple food crop. Nevertheless, the 

maize industry continues to lobby vociferously for maize to be included in future 

agrofuels production. 

The Biofuels Strategy has a direct bearing on the GM issue - biotechnology 

companies are investigating in transgenic techniques to boost the production 

of agrofuels, for example by increasing starch levels and reducing lignin content 

in certain crops. Swiss Agochemical company and gene giant, Syngenta, is 

developing a maize variety, containing enzymes that convert corn starch into 

sugar before it can be fermented into ethanol.36 Monsanto is developing new 



20    B IOSAFETY,  B IOPIRACY AND BIOPOLIT ICS SERIES

soya varieties to increase both the crop yield and the oil yield per acre. Their 

Roundup Ready2 Yield soya is currently under review by the US Department of 

Agriculture. Typically, what is approved in the US is inevitably approved here in 

South Africa.37

SA’s current acerage of GM crops is reported to constitute of 29% GM maize 

and 59% GM soya. According to the International Service for the Acquisition of 

Agri-Biotech Application (ISAAA), South Africa’s GM plantings for the 2006/7 

period increased by 180% - from around 500 000 ha to 1.4 million ha.38 According 

to ACB Director, Mariam Mayet “The Biofuels Strategy will provide impetus for 

more varieties of GM maize and soya to be pushed through South Africa’s lax 

regulatory regime and in so doing, present unacceptable risks to human health 

and the environment.”39

Additionally, although GM canola (rapeseed oil) is not grown commercially in 

South Africa, it is only a matter of time before Monsanto’s patented varieties will 

be pushed through the regulatory system. 

GM drought resistant varieties

GM drought resistant crops are extremely complex to engineer and are at least 8 

to 10 years away from commercialisation. Nevertheless, research into these crops 

is designed to appease critics who say that GMOs are not relevant to African 

farming systems. Drought is clearly a huge risk factor in African agriculture, and 

the biotechnology industry and its proponents are hopeful that the promise of 

bringing these GMOs to Africa will effectively silence critics. 

In March 2008, pro-GM group, the African Agricultural Technology Foundation 

(AATF) announced a public-private partnership to develop drought-tolerant 

maize varieties for Africa. The partnership, known as Water Effi cient Maize for 

Africa (WEMA), was ostensibly formed “in response to a growing call by African 

farmers, leaders, and scientists to address the devastating effects of drought on 

small-scale farmers and their families. Frequent drought leads to crop failure, 

hunger, and poverty”. The project aims to bring new drought resistant varieties 

bred through conventional means and transgenic technology to small-holders in 

the next 7 to 10 years respectively. Monsanto and BASF are set to provide their 

patented germplasm and transgenes for this initiative. The Bill & Melinda Gates 

and the Howard G. Buffett Foundations have also contributed a total of $47 million 

to support this effort.40 

Although this technology is extremely complex, and years away from 
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commercialisation, biotech companies are planning ahead; according to the NGO, 

the ETC Group, Syngenta, BASF and Monsanto have already fi led applications to 

control nearly two thirds of climate related genes at patent offi ces worldwide.41 

GM Maize –stacked varieties

GM maize has been in commercial production in South Africa since 1997. Initially, 

each crop was genetically engineered to confer a single trait that dealt with either 

pest control, or herbicide resistance (this is a technology that assists with weed 

control – herbicides can be sprayed indiscriminately without fear of damaging the 

crop as it is engineered to withstand the toxin). 

New GM maize varieties coming to the market are far more complex, containing 

up to 3 different traits to deal with a number of pests as well as incorporating genes 

expressing for herbicide tolerance, referred to as “stacked genes”. In the past, 

scientists believed that 1 gene coded for 1 trait, but as modern science learns 

more about the workings of genes, scientists are beginning to realise that genes 

interact in networks of complex and poorly understood ways to produce proteins.  

For this reason, sound biosafety practice requires that each new GMO must be 

assessed on a case-by-case basis. Nevertheless, we have noticed the following 

disturbing trend, in the course of our examination of safety data and research 

supplied by the gene giants in their permit applications in South Africa: a failure to 

assess the new GMO containing stacked genes, and instead, confi ning the safety 

assessment only to the parent lines containing single gene inserts. This inherent 

and fundamentally fl awed approach mistakenly assumes that crossing the GM 

crop plants will not give rise to unexpected and unanticipated consequences. 

Commercialisation of GM potato

In 1991, the South African Agricultural Research Council (ARC) began conducting 

fi eld trials with potatoes genetically modifi ed to contain a Bt gene Cry11a1, to 

confer resistance to the Potato Tuber Moth (PTM). The research has been initiated 

and funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 

well known for its projects that promote GM technology in developing countries. 

The genesis of the GM potato project in South Africa can be traced to 2 secret 

analyses undertaken by a USAID funded project, the Agriculture Biotechnology 
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Support Program (ABSP). The ABSP evaluated potato production in South Africa 

and made the falacious argument that GM potatoes resistant to the PTM will bring 

socio-economic benefi ts to farmers in South Africa. Pursuant to this advice, ARC 

commenced fi eld trials in South Africa in 2001, which took place for a number 

of years. During August 2008, ARC applied to the South African authorities for 

a general permit in order to “initiate farmer participatory trials under unconfi ned 

conditions”.42

The GM potato is a non-starter as it is not accepted by the potato industry,43  

yet it continues to be vigorously defended. ARC researcher Gurling Bothma is 

quoted as saying that the potato will “help reduce pesticide use, cutting input 

costs and benefi ting the environment”, and be especially useful to South African 

small-scale farmers who “are particularly vulnerable to the tuber moth, as they 

have less sophisticated storage methods than commercial farmers”.44 

However, two socio-economic studies commissioned by the ARC, one to look 

into the impact on commercial farmers and the other into the impact on small-

scale farmers, both found that potato tuber moth resistant potatoes will be of 

negligible benefi t to farmers. The study on commercial farmers found that “The 

GM potato with tubermoth-resistant genes might not have the expected rapid 

adoption rate amongst farmers, since most farmers have tubermoth infestation 

under control at a reasonable cost”.45 

The study into small-scale farmers pointed out that small-scale farmers tend 

to use local resources and employ diverse farming methods to guard against 

the inherent risks of agriculture and ensure greater household food security. 

Encouraging these farmers to move away from these methods in favour of high-

risk, high cost industrial methods was not found to be desirable. The study 

recommended that “adapting current technologies to local conditions tend to 

be more cost effective than developing new technologies, which, due to their 

generic nature, are not adapted to local conditions and might not be adopted as 

a result”.

It appears as if the pro GM machinery wants an ‘African GM success story’ at 

all costs – a new GM crop plant that is publically funded (as opposed to funded 

by a Gene Giant) and gains regulatory approval in a developing country.  Even if 

those costs come at the expense of small holder farmers, biodiversity and human 

health. 
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GM cotton market

Bayer Crop Science – a new player

Over 90% of South Africa’s cotton is now genetically modifi ed.46 During 2008, 

the ACB lodged eight objections to eight applications in respect of eight new GM 

cotton events (varieties) belonging to Bayer Cropscience. All eight public notices 

appeared on the same day in 3 national newspapers, informing the public of their 

imminent application to the GMO Registrar. These GM cotton varieties are to be 

tested in South Africa’s Limpopo Province, where the majority of the population is 

poor and marginalised. The applications were advertised on the fi rst anniversary 

of Bayer’s US$310 million acquisition of Monsanto’s Stoneville Pedigreed Seed 

Company – a leading US producer of cotton seeds. The ACB strongly believes 

that these applications will continue to consolidate our agricultural system into the 

capitalist economy and leave small scale farmers out in the cold. 

Imports of GM cotton imminent

There is currently a moratorium on commodity import permits for new GM varieties 

and as such, many permit applications are stacking up, awaiting approval. One 

of these is an application by Bayer for the commodity import of cotton into South 

Africa. This is the fi rst application ever to enable commodity import of cotton into 

South Africa. South Africa produces a small amount of cotton and relies heavily on 

imports from countries in the region, including Zimbabwe, Zambia, Mozambique 

and Botswana. If Bayer’s application is successful, it will allow cheap GM cotton 

from the US, China and India into South Africa and threaten markets in the sub-

region and undermine the livelihoods of African farmers in the sub-region from 

whom South Africa currently imports cotton.

Viruses and vaccinations

Dealing with the HIV/AIDS pandemic is an urgent issue in South Africa and 

many avenues need to be explored to fi nd the right solutions. Notwithstanding 

this urgency, it is still important to ensure that solutions do not turn out to be 

long-term disasters. In particular, the use of transgenic live vaccinations needs 

to be approached with extreme caution. Traditional vaccinations are dead, they 
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are unable to replicate and evolve, while some genetically modifi ed vaccinations 

are alive and extremely adaptable. Clinical trials for vaccines for HIV/AIDS and 

tuberculosis have been approved by the Executive Council in 2006 and 2007. 

Many questions about the biosafety of these vaccinations remain unanswered 

to date. The ACB will be publishing our research and experience regarding these 

permits in 2008 in a forthcoming booklet. 



Summary 

From January 2007 to April 2008, the GMO Executive Council approved 421 

GM applications for import, export, commodity clearance (imports of GMOs as 

food, feed and processing) fi eld trials and general release.47 The vast majority of 

these were for commodity clearance. The ACB submitted objections to 19 key 

applications, the outcome of most of these are still pending. New applications 
being lodged are becoming more varied and complex, while the regulatory, 
and administrative systems lag far behind. For example, the South African 
National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) was only mandated in 2004 to develop 
a risk analysis and monitoring framework for GMOs, 11 years after their 
introduction into the country. South Africa’s Biosafety Clearing House (BCH) is 

still not up and running, despite South Africa having promised to do this when it 

ratifi ed the Biosafety Protocol several few years ago. 

The Biosafety Clearing House (BCH) is the mechanism set up under the 
UN’s Biosafety (Cartegena) Protocol to ensure that governments share 
their decision making on GMOs with other countries, industry and global 
citizens.

Moratorium on imports of new GM events

Between 2001 and 2004, the Executive Council (EC) approved the import of 

millions of tonnes of cheap GM maize, principally from Argentina, to be used 

mainly as animal fodder in South Africa. During September/October 2005, the 

Council took a decision not to approve any new GM applications for the purposes 

of importation of GMOs into South Africa as food, feed and processing (also 

known as commodity import applications). This decision was prompted by the 

concerns expressed by the national Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), an 

EC member. The DTI has been investigating the price distortions of GM maize 

and its concomitant negative impacts on the South African economy as a whole. 

executive council decisions 
january 2007 to april 2008
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Nevertheless, the moratorium decision affects all new GM commodity import 

applications.48 The outcome of the study is currently under discussion within the 

DTI and dates for Parliamentary debates are still in the process of being set.49 In 

the meantime, neither the study nor the decisions were available at the time of 

writing.50 

Of the permits that the ACB has objected to since 2004, 10 are commodity 

imports that are still pending the outcome of the DTI study. Three of these are 

maize events for Monsanto, three for maize events of Pioneer Hi-Bred and three 

maize events of Syngenta’s. One is a cotton event for Bayer, and according to 

the January 2008 minutes of the Executive Council, approval is likely, subject to 

the condition that the seeds are crushed. A fi nal decision to this effect has not 

yet been released for public consumption. Also caught in the moratorium net is a 

commodity clearance application for Bayer’s Liberty Link GM Rice. This application 

will be carefully followed by the anti-GM lobby as rice is a key food crop in Africa 

with wild relatives in West Africa that could be at risk of contamination. GM rice 

has not been commercialised anywhere in the world to date. [see Table 1 below].

Permits granted in 2007/08

The majority of the 421 GMO permits granted between January 2007 and April 

2008 were for various maize events, mostly for commodity clearance to be 

used as animal feed. The table below does not include these maize permits, but 

summarises the remaining permits granted.51 Over 2 million metric tonnes of 

GMO maize were imported into South Africa from Argentina for food, feed and 

processing in 2007 alone. With the advent of the approval of cotton commodity 

import permits, even more GMOs will fl ood the South Arican market in the coming 

years.
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Table 1: GMO permits granted between January 2007 and April 2008 
(excluding maize)

No. applications 
granted

Use Event Applicant

GM Potato
1 application

1 Contained use G2 Spunta Agricultural Research 

Council

GM Cotton
16 applications

2 General release RRFlex and 

BGIIxRRFlex 

(MON15985 x 

MON88913)

Monsanto

5 Export for planting BGIIxRRFlex 

(MON15985 x 

MON88913),  BGRR 

and BGline 531 by 

D&PL; BGRR and RR

Monsanto

1 Export for planting BGIIxRRFlex Bayer

2 2 Export for planting RR and BGxRR Monsanto

1 1 Trial Release BGII x RRFlex 

(MON15895 x 

MON88913)

D&PL

5 5 import for planting RRFlex cotton and 

BGII cotton by D&PL; 

and BGIIxRRFlex 

(MON15985 x 

MON88913)

Bayer

GM Vaccines
12 applications

1 Import for clinical 

trials

AREAS402 vaccine Triclinium

1 Trial release AREAS402 vaccine Triclinium

1 Trial release HIV MRK AD5 HIV-1 

gag/pol/nef

Wits

2 Import for clinical 

trials

MVA85A TB vaccine Triclinium

2 Trial release MVA85A TB vaccine Triclinium
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No. applications 
granted

Use Event Applicant

2 Export for contained 

use

MVA85A TB vaccine Triclinium

1 Import for clinical trial MVA-MBN85B Triclinium

1 Trial release MVA-MBN85B Triclinium

1 General release VAXXITEK GM 

poultry vaccine

Merial

GM Cassava
3 applications

2 Import for contained 

use

Lines 3.1 and 3.2 of 

cultivar TMS60444 

(starch enhanced)

Agricultural Research 

Council (ARC)

1 Contained use Lines 3.1 and 3.2 of 

cultivar TMS60444 

(starch enhanced)

Agricultural Research 

Council (ARC)

GM Soya 
10 applications

4 Commodity import GTS40-3-2 Cargill

1 Import extension for 

planting

MON89788 

(RR2Yield)

Monsanto

1 Export for planting GTS40-3-2 Monsanto

1 Import for planting GTS40-3-2 Afgriseed

2 Import for planting GTS40-3-2 Pannar

1 Import for planting GTS40-3-2 Monsanto

GM Flowers and 
Bulbs 
1 application

1 Contained use ARC-VOPI – 07/037: 

GM fl owers and 

bulbs

ARC-VOPI
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ACB objections and Executive Council decisions 

update 2004 – 2008

The ACB booklet, Interrogating GMO decision-making: critique of GMO permit 

applications in South Africa 2004 – 2007 outlined the applications that the ACB 

objected to during that period.52 The table in Annexure 3 updates that information,53 

and presents new information which is shaded in grey. The ACB objected 

to 11 applications from January 2007 to September 2008 and also submitted 

an objection in respect of 8 permit applications by Bayer Cropscience for GM 

cotton, all advertised on the same day. We chose these applications because 

their respective approvals will bring about major changes in the socio-economic 

landscape of South Africa, as well as for our Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) neighbours, and in some instances, the African continent. For 

example, we objected to the general release of a GM potato; if approved South 

Africa will be the fi rst country in the world selling GM potatoes on the market. 

GM sorghum marks the transfer of African heritage crops into private hands. The 

approval of commodity imports for GM cotton could negatively affect African 

cotton markets and undermine millions of African farmers. 

The ACB can respond only to those GM applications that we are able to pick up;  

the only notifi cation system that is necessary when new applications are applied 

for is a public notice in three national newspapers, which we are not always able 

to scrutinise for GM permit applications.



GM sorghum

The applicant: Council for Scientifi c and Industrial Research (CSIR)

The application: Contained use, GM sorghum

ACB objection: 10 January 2007

This application was for sorghum genetically engineered to express high lysine 

levels and to be herbicide resistant. Africa is the centre of origin of sorghum with 

a long history of domestication and development by African farmers. It is an 

extraordinarily important and versatile crop and staple food for more than 500 

million people on the continent. 

The GM sorghum experiment is part of the African Biotechnology Sorghum 

Project (ABS) bankrolled by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to bring more 

nutritious and easily digestable sorghum to Africa’s poor. The Foundations’ 

Alliance for the Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) is committing vast resources for 

the development of 100 new seed varieties in Africa over fi ve years, focussing on 

at least 10 staple crops including maize, cassava, sorghum and millet. The loss of 

these varieties from the commons and into the hands of private corporations could 

be a great blow to food sovereignty and security. There are also environmental 

concerns about releasing genetically modifi ed organisms in centres of origin and 

places where they have wild relatives.

In June of 2006 the Executive Council ruled that the potential risks associated 

with the proposed activity outweigh the potential benefi ts and the permit was 

refused54. 

The CSIR appealed against the refusal on 1 March 2007, with the support of 

GRAIN SA representing commercial farmers. South Africa’s Minister of Land and 

Agriculture appointed an Appeal Board on 29 May 2007. In August 2008, the 

Appeal Board released its decision to allow the African Biofortifi cation Sorghum 

(ABS) Project to go ahead and thus the GM sorghum experimentation within a 

level 3 containment facility. The approval is, however, subject to the compilance 

acb objections january 2007 
to june 2008
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by ARC of several conditions. ARC wiill have to furnish following the registrar with 

the following: 

1. Information regarding the medium to long term goals of the ABS project in terms 

of future development and release of sorghum cultivars into the environment 

and Africa; especially considering the resistance of some African countries 

against the use of genetic modifi cation.

2. Information and data about the potential negative impact of gene fl ow and 

indicate appropriate steps for the development of GM sorghum to address 

these risks. The information needs to be submitted to a full scientifi c review 

and concurrence of the Advisory committee55.

The appeal board also noted that a full Environmental Impact Assessment 

(EIA) will be required prior to any permit being issued under the GMO Act as the 

intentional release of GM sorghum, since it poses a threat to indigenous species 

or the environment56. There has to date, not been a single full EIA conducted for 

any GMO crop in South Africa.

The Executive Council decision: REFUSED BY THE Executive Council, 

     overturned and Granted on Appeal.

GM maize

The applicant: Monsanto

The application: Import and trial release, Abiotic Stress Maize

ACB objection: Unable to object timeously, submitted analysis March 07

During February 2007 Monsanto was given permission by the South African 

Authorities to import 100kg of “Abiotic Stress” (drought resistant) GM maize seeds 

from the United States with the purposes of conducting open fi eld trials to test 

yield performance. It is likely that tests to assess this varieties’ suitability for food 

and feed will also be carried out under this permit. Due to the limited opportunities 

and many obstacles militating against full public participation in decision making, 

the ACB was unable to respond timeously to the objection. Nevertheless, the 

ACB submitted an analysis of the permit after the deadline as a contribution to the 

biosafety discourse.
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Drought tolerance is extremely complex to engineer and GM drought tolerant 

crops are at least 8 – 10 years away from commercialisation. The ACB is of the 

view that this application is a marketing tool to gain acceptance for GM crops, 

since drought is a huge risk factor in African agricultural systems. A major criticism 

of GM crops to date has been that they are inappropriate for African farming 

systems, and that the technology is unwanted. GM drought tolerant crops provide 

Monsanto with an important strategic opportunity to argue that it is creating 

varieties that respond to the needs of African farmers as well as responding to 

climate change. Although commercialisation is a long way off, this application 

gives renewed credibility to the technology and could boost confi dence in GMOs57 

on the continent.

Executive Council Decision: Approved  

The applicant: Syngenta Seedco

The application: Field trials, GA21 and Bt11xGA21

ACB objection: September 07

This is a “stacked gene” maize, meaning that it is engineered both for pest 

resistance and herbicide resistance (in this case, the plant is resistant to Syngenta’s 

Touchdown Forte Hitech herbicide, which is as yet unregistered in South Africa). 

The ACB raised concerns about the contamination of farmer varieties of maize 

as well as the lack of biosafety measures to protect agro-ecological and organic 

farming. 

Furthermore, the ACB critiqued the government’s pro-agribusiness model 

that favours affl uent farmers and transnational corporations at the expense of 

small-scale farmers. Farming with GM seeds implies a highly mechanised, fuel 

dependant and capital intensive operation. It means that food is grown for markets 

and exports rather than for ensuring local food security. The ACB further argued 

that herbicide resistant crops will create job losses in the rural areas, where work 

is already only seasonal at best, and recommended that the government urgently 

set up an independent panel to assess the impact of GM technology on job losses 

and poverty.58 

Executive Council Decision: approved
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The applicant: Syngenta SA

The application: Commodity Import for GM Maize MIR 604xGA21

ACB objection: February 2008

This application is for a commodity clearance of another stacked gene maize, to 

be used in food products for human and animal consumption.

South Africans consume maize in a very different way to Americans and 

Europeans. In the North, maize makes up a negligible part of diets and is eaten 

in a highly processed form, such as corn oil or syrup. In contrast, many South 

Africans do not feel that they have eaten a meal unless it included “pap” (maize 

meal porridge). As a staple for the majority of South Africans, it is often a fi rst 

food for infants during weaning and is generally eaten by the majority of the South 

African population in a minimally processed form daily (maize cobs, samp, maize 

meal). However, no controlled feeding studies have been carried out to assess the 

immune response and allergenic potential59 of GM maize. In a country that has one 

of the highest rates of full-blown AIDS in the world, and where the government 

is championing high quality nutrition, it is perplexing that the staple food of the 

people is allowed to be compromised.

ACB’s scientifi c assessment of the safety data presented by Syngenta found 

that adequate studies on the genetic integrity of the new event had not been carried 

out. The risks of unintended genetic changes are uncertain, but could include, 

amongst other things, the production of novel allergenic or toxic proteins. 

A number of biosafety concerns were raised including, that bacteria have the 

ability to share genes amongst themselves, and this is made easier through GM 

technology where genes are moved between unrelated species. Scientists know 

that genes may “escape” and recombine with other bacteria, for example, in the 

soil or in the gut of humans and animals. 

There is also the concern that Bt toxins accumulate in the environment and 

spread throughout the food chain. Farmers may not be spraying as many external 

chemicals onto their crops, but the GM crop plant is genetically engineered to 

express pesticide toxins 24 hours a day. Another possibility, which is already 

confi rmed after almost three decades of world-wide use, is the transference 

of herbicide resistance to non-target plants. This can create problems with the 

management of weeds and negatively affect biodiversity.60 

Syngenta failed to submit any information with regard to monitoring unintended 

effects. They also relied on assessments of the two parent lines separately, 

assuming that no unintended effects would occur in crossing the two events. It is 

well understood that genetic interactions are complex, often producing surprising 
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and unexpected results. For this reason, it is generally agreed that rigorous 

biosafety risk assessment requires a case by case assessment of each new event, 

and the crossing of these two parent lines is considered a new event61, requiring 

an independent and thorough assessment. 

Executive Council Decision: Pending

The applicant: Syngenta South Africa

The application: Commodity import GM Maize Bt11xMIR604xGA21

ACB objection: June 2008

This GM maize application involves a triple-stacked gene variety, engineered 

to control a variety of pests. This is a further example of the emerging trend of 

assessing the safety of the individual parent lines rather than the new event created 

by hyridisation. This disingenuous approach is not accepted biosafety practice, 

which requires that each new GMO be assessed on a case by case basis. On the 

whole, the science presented to the Executive Council falls far below acceptable 

biosafety standards, leaving signifi cant health and biosafety questions and 

concerns unanswered. Furthermore, in order to comply with local and international 

legislation, a monitoring system with a detection component specifi c to the triple-

stacked gene must be put in place so that changes in biodiversity, gene escape 

and transboundary movement can be detected.62

Executive Council Decision: Pending

GM potato

The applicant: The Agricultural Research Council (ARC)

The application: General (commercial) release GM Potato SpuntaG2

The ACB objection: 8 September 2008

This is a signifi cant application because it marks the possibility of a new GM food 

crop coming onto the world market.

Potatoes are a signifi cant staple, the second highest source of protein (second 

only to soya) with a more balanced content of vitamins and minerals than any other 

major carbohydrate crop.63 It is of great concern to the ACB that the GM potato 
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is specifi cally aimed at small-scale farmers, as it will necessitate them adopting a 

new model of agriculture that is highly dependent on expensive outside resources 

such as inorganic fertilisers and pesticides. Adoption of such a model necessitates 

loans and fi nancial risks that small-holder farmers can ill afford. Additionally, South 

Africa exports over 90% of its export crop to members of SADC, the majority of 

whom do not have biosafety legislation in place. The release of GM potatoes in 

South Africa, where there is no mandatory labelling and segregation systems in 

place, could amount to force feeding Africans with GM potatoes and endangering 

the biodiversity of the continent. 

The ACB commissioned extensive research into Bt potatoes and published 

a booklet called Hot Potato: GM potatoes in South Africa – a critical analysis in 

mid 2008.64 The ACB also found that the potato industry has no appetite for GM 

potatoes. Indeed, Potato South Africa, representing commercial and small holder 

farmers in South Africa have made their rejection clear. 

Biosafety National Focus Points of SADC member countries were also 

approached and it was established that none of them were aware of the 

application. Representatives of the biosafety focal points confi rmed that their 

biosafety frameworks were not in place to deal with applications for the import 

of GM potatoes or with incidences of contamination through co mingling or other 

means65. 

ACB in collaboration with anti GM group, SAFeAGE, set up an on-line petition, 

enabling members of the public to sign up and add their comments. Over 2000 

signatures were received within a 2 week period of time, rejecting GM potatoes.

The SpuntaG2 is a Bt potato engineered to control the Potato Tuber Moth 

(PTM), which is particularly problematic during storage rather than in the 

fi eld. The PTM resistant potato was fi rst conceived of by Michigan State 

University (MSU) in the US.

Ironically, major food chains and processors, such as McDonalds and 

McCain in the US, rejected the GM potato due to the potential threat of 

lack of consumer confi dence and it was never brought to market in that 

country. The GM potato met the same fate in Canada. The MSU then took 

the project to Egypt where it enjoyed trials for a number of years but was 

eventually scrapped when the European Union, a major trading partner of 

Egypt, indicated that they would not import GM potatoes.66 After another 

failed attempt in Indonesia, the PTM resistant potato fi nally found a home 

with South Africa’s Agricultural Research Council (ARC). 



36    B IOSAFETY,  B IOPIRACY AND BIOPOLIT ICS SERIES

The reality in South Africa is that PTM is not a major problem for potato 

farmers in general and is a minor problem for small scale farmers. Two 

socio-economic studies commissioned by ARC, one to look at the impact 

on commercial farmers and another to explore the realities of small-scale 

farmers were very revealing. The study into commercial agriculture found 

that of the 16 regions where potatoes are cultivated in South Africa, only one, 

Ceres, had a serious problem with PTM. They also reported that chemicals 

used to control aphids, leaf miners and other more serious pests also control 

the tuber moth. This means that farmers would still spray for these pests and 

in effect not reduce the amount of chemicals, labour or labour costs if they 

adopted the SpuntaG2 potato.67

The socio-economic study into the conditions of smallholder farmers 

also found that it was unlikely to be adopted, concluding that “adapting 

current technologies to local conditions tend to be more cost effective 

than developing new technologies, which, due to their generic nature, are 

not adapted to local conditions and might not be adopted as a result68”. In 

addition, the majority of South African small-scale potato farmers are to be 

found in KwaZulu Natal. As the PTM thrives in dry sandy soils, such as that 

found in the Ceres region, it is not a major problem in KwaZulu Natal. The 

study found that these farmers minimised risk by planting a range of small, 

diverse crops to create a “Plan B” should one crop fail, and assure some 

measure of food security and diverse nutrition. This is not a strategy used in 

GM type industrial farming systems. The report also found that due to the 

low levels of income and high numbers of people in the average household, 

farmers did not use external inputs, preferring to farm as naturally as possible 

with available local resources. Smallholder farmers affi liated with Potato 

South Africa reported that as inexperienced farmers, they were not happy to 

have this project thrust upon them.69

The permit application seems premature and strangely, the permit is 

for general release onto the commercial market, but also intended for 

participatory trials in the open with farmers. It is also noted that Spunta is 

a generally unknown variety in the South African potato industry and ARC 

does not intend to make it available, unless on request.

The ACB’s scientifi c evaluation of ARC’s dossier highlights numerous fl aws in 

the design and interpretation of experiments as well as gross omissions in the 

biosafety tests carried out to date. 
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The ACB asked the GMO Council to reject the application outright on the 

grounds that it would neither benefi t small scale nor commercial farmers and 

would not bring any benefi ts. 

Decision: Pending

GM soya

The applicant: Pioneer Hi-Bred 

The application: Commodity Clearance GM soya 356043

ACB submission 25 February 2008 

Pioneer Hi-Bred’s GM soya is engineered to withstand two herbicides, which 

means that the technology dispenses with labour for weeding as the herbicide 

can be sprayed indiscriminately to remove weeds without effecting the crop. 

The ACB’s submission analysed the safety data provided by the applicant to the 

GMO council and found that there are risks of allergernicity that have not been 

adequately explored. In analysing the data, it was also found that the GM soya 

is not nutritionally equivalent to non GM soy, showing for example, differences 

in calcium and magnesium. The safety data also did not adequately explore the 

stability of the genetic cassette, leaving uncertainty about the possibility of “gene 

escape”. 

Decision: Pending

GM cassava

The applicant: Agricultural Research Council (ARC) – 

             Institute for Industrial Crops (IIC)

The application: Trial release GM Cassava TMS6044

ACB submission on Appeal

In June 2006, the ARC submitted an application for trial release of genetically 

modifi ed cassava. The ACB prepared a joint objection with GRAIN, an international 

NGO, that promotes the sustainable management and use of agricultural 

biodiversity based on people’s control over genetic resources and local knowledge. 

On 13 March 2007, the Executive Council refused the trial release because the 
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council found that inadequate data was available to make an informed and 

comprehensive risk assessment.70 

A year later, in April 2007 the ARC-IIC submitted a written appeal against the 

decision, as in their opinion the information originally submitted was adequate for 

an informed risk assessment. The ACB was invited to make a submission at the 

appeal hearing, held in October 2007 and submitted that as the ARC-IIC did not 

bring any new information to the table, it had not adequately responded to the 

Executive Council comments and questions. For example, the risk assessment 

data presented fell short of international standards of good laboratory practice, their 

claims about the stability of the genes were not supported by any evidence and their 

methods to measure gene fl ow were found to be inadequate. The ACB disagreed 

with the ARC-IIC that their original information was adequate and requested that 

the Appeal Board uphold their original decision to refuse the fi eld trials.71 

Executive Council decision: REFUSED, ON APPEAL, Still pending

GM cotton

The applicant: Bayer Crop Sciences

The application: Commodity Clearance, LL25 GM Cotton

ACB Objection, June 2007

This is the fi rst application to enable the commodity import of GM cotton into South 

Africa. If this application is approved, it will open the doors to the importation of 

cheap GM cotton from the US, China and India. It is well documented that US 

subsidies to its cotton farmers are destroying livelihoods in Africa and in other 

developing countries. 

South Africa produces a small amount of cotton, 90% of which is already 

genetically modifi ed. The bulk of our cotton is imported from SADC neighbours, 

mostly Zimbabwe, Zambia, Mozambique and Botswana. Allowing cheap cotton into 

the country could destroy the livelihoods of million of Africans in the sub-region. 

Embracing GM technology continues to highlight a development paradigm 

pursued by the South African government that ultimately swells transnational profi ts 

at the expense of small holder livelihoods. The adoption of this development model 

does nothing to contest the unfair trade practices that also create dependence on 

external forces for food security.

There are also several health and environmental concerns about LL25 cotton. 
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One of these is the use of antibiotic resistant marker genes in this event. These 

genes could spread antibiotic resistance and threaten the effi cacy of antibiotic 

treatment for current and future diseases. Furthermore, the resultant cottonseed 

could impact on animal health; assessment of the data highlighted that animal feed 

made from LL25 would be of a poor quality and could cause health problems such 

as male sterility72. Scientifi c assessment of the application found that genetically 

modifi ed cotton LL25 poses unacceptable biosafety and health risks.

Executive Council Decision: Approval likely

In the Executive Council minutes dated 29 January 2008 there was general 

agreement that the permit should be approved as long as the seed is crushed 

before entering the country to avoid contamination.73 In the minutes dated 15 

July 2008 the Department of Agriculture was still continuing its assessment of the 

permit. 

The applicant: Monsanto

The application: General Release, Bollgard II and Roundup Ready Flex 

   (Mon15985xMon88913) and all varieties derived from these

ACB objection: October 07

The ACB made a strong case for employing the “Precautionary Principle” in the 

case of this stacked- gene cotton application. Although fi eld trials have been 

conducted in South Africa with both of the parent lines, there have been no fi eld 

trials with the two events combined. As genes interact in complex and subtle 

ways, there are uncertainties about the combined effect of the two transgenic 

traits. It is for this reason that GMO events must be evaluated on a case by 

case basis. South Africa has a unique biodiversity coupled with a high degree 

of endemism. The close interface with natural areas and agricultural lands poses 

greater risks to biodiversity and the lack of appropriate biosafety tests and fi eld 

trials in South Africa leave the effects of this stacked gene cotton largely unknown. 

The monitoring plan proposed by Monsanto is completely inadequate to ensure 

biosafety and in contravention of the legislation set up under South Africa’s 

National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) and the GMO Amendment Act 

and the national obligations under the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety.

Executive Council Decision: APPROVED November 0774 
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GM viruses

The applicant: Merial SA

The application: General Release, VAXXITEK HVT = IBD

ACB objection: November 2007

This is an application to create a vaccination for chickens to prevent Marek’s 

disease and Infectious Bursal disease. 

This is a live vaccination, unlike current vaccinations in use which are 

“attenuated” so that they cannot replicate. Analysis of Merial’s research left 

many questions unanswered about the safety of the technology. It was found 

that the risk of transference to other species was not satisfactorily dealt with as 

there is a real risk that new viruses can be created. The applicant’s study did 

not establish the scientifi c benefi ts of using a live GM vaccination over current, 

less risky vaccinations. In light of the considerable biosafety risks that had not 

been addressed by the applicant, the ACB recommended that the Precautionary 

Principle should be applied and the vaccination not be approved for general 

release.75

Executive Council Decision: approved

The Applicant: Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital

The Application: Trial release, GE SAAVI MVA-c Multigene HIV Vaccine

ACB Objection: March 08

Dealing with the HIV/AIDS pandemic is a grave and urgent task in South Africa. 

The ACB explicitly recognises the range of medical interventions and scientifi c 

research is necessary to address this mammoth task. However, the issue of using 

live GM vaccines to address the pandemic is a contested one and the necessary 

biosafety and ethical questions must be addressed.

The GM vaccine in this trial contains a genetically modifi ed virus from the “pox” 

virus family, Modifi ed Vaccinia Virus Ankara, also known as MVA. MVA acts as a 

vector or carrier of 5 HIV genes, namely gag, RT, tat, nef and env.

In ACB’s submission, a moratorium on clinical trials using MVA vectored vaccines 

in South Africa was called for. This should only be lifted once satisfactory research-

based answers have been found to fi ve key biosafety matters. These included 

questions on the multiplication of transgenic and non-transgenic MVA in human 
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and other mammalian cells; the stability of transgenic MVA, loss of transgene(s) 

and monitoring vaccine effi cacy; the recombination between transgenic MVA and 

naturally occurring orthopoxviruses; the selection of participants in the SAAVI 

MVA-C trial “Vaccinia virus naïve persons” and queries around the type of immune 

responses.

The South African authorities were also urged to make funding available for 

the relevant research studies, including funding for detection and mapping of 

orthopox viruses in domestic animals and wildlife.

Executive Council Decision: Deferred 



In South Africa, the public is largely unaware of what GMOs are, even though these 

have been in the South African market since 1997/8. In a 2004 survey carried 

out for the Public Understanding of Biotechnology (PUB) programme, under the 

auspices of the Department of Science and Technology, it was found that over 

80% of respondents did not know what biotechnology, genetic engineering or 

genetic modifi cation was.76 Even if relevant information was made available to the 

public, it is impossible for citizens to engage meaningfully with GMO decision-

making because they have very little information about the issues-particularly the 

risks posed.

The collection of information for this briefi ng proved to be an unnecessarily 

onerous and diffi cult task. Even for an NGO such as the ACB, which has a good 

understanding of the processes involved, the task was daunting, extremely time 

consuming and frustrating. 

Attempts at engaging meaningfully with the issue were thwarted at every 

turn and it is often by luck that ACB learns of new GM applications. Where an 

advertisement is picked up in a national newspaper, often, there is insuffi cient 

information for us to make a meaningful assessment of the safety data because 

we are given a paucity of information. The public is given a deadline of 30 days 

to respond to the application from the date of the public notice. A formal written 

application must then be made in terms of the Public Access to Information 

Act (PAIA) for access to the dossier, upon payment of a fee for this access. The 

Registrar is given 30 days to respond to the application for information. 

This leaves the public with very little time to deconstruct the technical 

information and meaningfully interrogate the application and risk assessment. 

After a submission is made, there is rarely communication from the Registrar. We 

are not given any notice or information about the outcome of the application, or 

feedback on the concerns raised by us, nor about the status of the application. 

Thus, the public’s right to appeal is lost or rendered meaningless. The only source 

of information available to the public is the website of the National Department 

transparency and public 
partcipation in decision 
making
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of Agriculture, and this usually lags a few months behind current developments. 

A full critique of the decision-making process is discussed in the ACB Booklet 

Interrogating GMO decision-making: critique of GMO permit applications 2004-

2007.

It is worth noting that the National Environmental Advisory Forum (NEAF), 

appointed by the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, found that the 

public participation procedures under the GMO Act do not meet the minimum 

requirements of PAJA or NEMA. In other words, these violate constitutionally 

protected rights to public participation and fair administrative procedures. NEAF’s 

research concluded that these procedures are not in the interests of a healthy 

democracy and informed decision-making77. 

Keeping up to date with GMO decision-making would be made much easier 

if the South African Government complied with its obligations in terms of the 

Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. A key mechanism to implement the information 

sharing and transparency provisions of the Protocol is the Biosafety Clearing 

House (BCH). This is an international website portal, where all parties to the 

Protocol are required to post information about their activities concerning GMOs, 

in order to share information and ensure that biosafety is not compromised by this 

technology. 

Although the Protocol’s main aim is to monitor the transboundary movement of 

GMOs, it also states that the Biosafety Clearing House should be a tool for public 

awareness. Article 23 obliges national governments to promote and facilitate 

public awareness, education and participation to ensure meaningful engagement 

in decision-making around GMO’s “in relation to the conservation and sustainable 

use of biological diversity, taking also into account risks to human health”.78

The Biosafety Clearing House is a mechanism set up under the UN Cartagena 

Protocol on Biosafety to: 

a. Facilitate the exchange of scientifi c, technical, environmental and legal 

information on, and the experience with, living modifi ed organisms; and

b. Assist Parties to implement the Protocol, taking into account the special needs 

of developing country Parties

(In this Protocol GMOs are called Living Modifi ed Organisms – LMOs).

The South African government is obliged to post certain prescibed information 

onto an internationally shared portal/website, the Biosafety Clearing House (see 

http://www.bch.biodiv.org). Parties to the Protocol may have their own domestic 

websites, but posting to these alone does not discharge their obligations under 
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the Protocol to post information to the BCH. Although South Africa has granted 

permits for over 2000 GMOs over the last decade, it is still to implement its 

obligations under the Protocol dealing with the BCH. Currently, in November 2008 

the link to the Biosafety Clearing House on the Department of Agriculture’s website 

does not work, nor has it ever worked. South Africa’s profi le on the international 

portal is also of little use; it contains three pieces of legislation, three decisions 

under the Advanced Informed Agreement, 10 other decisions or declarations. It 

does not contain a single risk assessment. In contrast, New Zealand has posted 

1554 risk assessments.

It is clear that the pace that the South African government is granting permits is 

not matched by their capacity to keep up with basic administration that this task 

necessitates, nor compliance with its international obligations nor with their duty to 

ensure public safety, transparency and participation. [highlight this somewhere]

Table 3: South African information posted on the international Biosafety 
Clearing House

What must be posted to the BCH? What has South Africa posted?

Any existing laws, regulations and guidelines 

for implementation of the Protocol, as well 

as information required by the parties for the 

advance informed agreement procedure

3 pieces of legislation

Any bilateral, regional and multilateral 

agreements and arrangements

No agreements have been made

Summaries of its risk assessments or 

environmental reviews

0

Final decisions regarding the importation or 

release of living modifi ed organisms

13 (although over 2000 permits have been 

granted since 1999)

Roster of experts 0

Reports submitted 1

Illegal or Unintended Transboundary 

movements

0 (although maize exported from SA to 

Kenya was found to be contaminated by 

Monsanto’s MON810, banned in several 

European Countries)
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The Protocol sets out a timeframe for the posting of decisions on the BCH: the 

BCH should be notifi ed within 15 days of fi nal decisions regarding domestic use, 

including placing a GMO on the market that may be subject to transboundary 

movement or for food, feed or processing (article 11.1). In terms of the Advance 

Informed Agreement Procedure the Party of import should notify the BCH within 

270 days of receipt of notifi cation of their decision (article 10.3). Each Party is 

also obliged to notify the BCH with information concerning cases of illegal 

transboundary movements (article 25.3). 



The South African government has a clear pro-GM stance and has taken pride 

in being an African leader in this so-called cutting edge technology. They have 

not however, proved to be responsible stewards of Africa’s biodiversity or of the 

democratic processes in South Africa. This is evidenced by the spate of GMO 

permits being granted in South Africa in ever increasingly short spaces of time, 

in the absence suffi cient biosafety oversight and rigour. This situation is severely 

compounded by the woefully inadequate public participation mechanisms that 

lock out public oversight and seals in, corporate interests. Its abject failure to meet 

international obligations under the Cartagena Protocol and post the minimum 

required information onto the international Biosafety Clearing House displays a 

fl agrant disregard for biosafety. 

The only winners in this scenario are multinational corporations who are given 

free range to peddle their proprietary technology and reap profi ts in a lax and 

corporate friendly regulatory environment. These include in particular, the animal 

feed industry and the cartel of international grain traders.

The model of agriculture within which GMOs are located seeks to consolidate 

African agriculture into the global market and promote urban migration while 

precious rural land comes under the control of private hands. It continues to rob 

small-holder farmers of control over their agricultural resources and erode the 

extremely rich and valuable indigenous knowledge of food production on the 

continent.

Industrial agriculture is not ensuring local food security, but rather eroding 

the very basis for that security, being the immensely environmentally destructive 

activity that it is. The report produced by the IAASTD suggests that “more of the 

same” cannot provide solutions for the massive hunger on the African continent or 

the impending climate change that could spell disaster for humanity. 

It is time for South Africa to throw its weight behind agricultural systems that 

support local production for local consumption, based on ecologically sound 

environmental practices and local knowledge.

conclusion



Objecting to GM permit applications  

A company or institution that wishes to bring a GMO onto the market, experiment 

with a GMO within a contained use environment or import a GMO is obliged under 

the GMO Act to publish their intention to do so, in three national newspapers. This 

‘giving of notice’ also invites the public to submit comment to the GMO Registrar 

within 30 days of the date the notice is published. 

A permit may be sought for: 

• the purposes of testing within a contained environment, such as a laboratory – 

called contained use. 

annex 1
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• food, feed and processing – commodity import.

• for trial release into the environment under controlled management

• for general release – that is for sale to farmers to plant and sell on the market 

• for export or import of GMOs for any of the above purposes

All of the permits that have been granted by the Department of Agriculture 

since 1997 can be found on their website at www.nda.agric.za. However, this site 

is updated 6 months after the fact.

If one is fortuitous, the public notice will be spotted in the newspaper. The 

public notice will inform the public of the identity of the applicant, the purpose of 

the intended application and in the case of a fi eld trial, a very brief description of 

the general area where the GMO will be released. It also gives some very basic 

information about the GMO, including the name of the GMO, the genes that have 

been inserted and the traits the GMO is expected to express. 

A member of the public who wishes to engage meaningfully with a GMO 

application, will need to apply for the “regulatory fi le” through the PAIA procedure. 

This is an access to information procedure involving fi lling in forms, sending these 

to the Department of Agriculture and handing over money for its administrative 

costs including photocopying and postage charges. The documents can take up 

to 30 days to arrive.

The regulatory fi le contains many elements – including environmental and food 

safety research, very rarely, socio-economic studies, copies of the public notices, 

etc. Basically, one is able to see what documents have been submitted to the 

GMO Executive Council, and upon which it will made a decision. (This fi le does 

not include information the applicant deems Confi dential Business Information – 

CBI).  

A range of expertise is necessary to deconstruct and analyse this information 

and independent experts in various fi elds, such as molecular biology, entomology, 

food safety and social sciences have to be hired to furnish an expert opinion. A 

submission is then made to the offi ce of the Registrar within the 30 day period. 

Once a submission is made, the Registrar will not as a matter of course, inform an 

objecting party of the outcome of its submission, nor will that person be informed 

of any responses an applicant may make to the objections. Instead, the public 

would have to constantly check the Department of Agriculture‘s website to see if 

a decision has been reached. As this is not updated regularly, the public may only 

learn of a decision many months later, thus possibly forfeiting its constitutionally 

protected right to appeal.



Summary of NEAF’s fi ndings and recommendations 
concerning GMOs, public participation 
and current legislation79 

• The Executive Council should consult with applicants about what is bona fi de 

confi dential business information, based on clear criteria. Currently individual 

applicants make this decision alone, leaving margins for hiding information that 

does not suit their purposes.

• The notifi cation procedures are inadequate and an up-to-date dedicated 

website be created where notices can be posted, and which allows interested 

parties to register for automatic updates. 

• All relevant information on applications must be made available from the 

inception of an application.

• Notifi cation should be in local and national newspapers and should indicate 

where further information can be accessed. 

• Efforts should be made to inform illiterate members of local communities. The 

public should also be notifi ed of applications for import and export permits.

All interested and affected parties should have the opportunity to see the 

response from the applicant to the concerns they may submitted, and have an 

opportunity to respond to these in turn.

The Advisory Committee’s report should be published on the website before a 

decision has been made, if there is new material information of which interested and 

affected parties have not yet had the opportunity to respond to. Once a decision 

has been reached, it should be posted on the website and all stakeholders should 

be informed of the decision and their right to appeal.

annex 2



Table 2 ACB permit objections February 2004 – 
September 2008

Date 
of ACB 
objection

Organism Type Applicant Application EC 
Decision

Updates

09-Feb-04 GM wheat Monsanto Commodity 

Clearance

Application 

withdrawn 

by Applicant

10-May-04 GM maize Bt 176 Syngenta Import On Hold granted 

may 2008 

commodity

25-Jun-04 GM maize TC 1507 Dow 

AgroScience

Field trials Approved

28-Jun-04 GM potato Bt Cry V 

tuberosum. 

L ‘Spunta’ 

G2 and G3

Agricultural 

research 

Council

Trials Approved

11-Jul-04 GM cotton COT102, 

COT200, 

Roundup 

Ready 

Cotton

Syngenta Field Trials Approved

07-Aug-04 GM maize MON863 

and 

MON863 x 

MON810

Monsanto Commodity 

import

On Hold Pending DTI 

study

13-Sep-04 GM maize GA21 Syngenta Field trials Approved

18-Feb-05 GM sugar South 

African 

Sugar 

Research 

Institute 

(SASRI)

Field Trials Approved

annex 3
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Date 
of ACB 
objection

Organism Type Applicant Application EC 
Decision

Updates

08-Mar-05 GM maize 59122 Pioneer 

Hi-Bred 

SA, Dow 

AgroScience 

Southern 

Africa

Commodity 

Clearance

On Hold Pending DTI 

study

18-Apr-05 GM maize 1507 x 

59122 

(Herculex 

XTRA)

Pioneer 

Hi-Bred 

SA, Dow 

AgroScience 

Southern 

Africa

Commodity 

Clearance

On Hold Pending DTI 

study

27-May-05 GM maize MIR 604 Syngenta Commodity 

Clearance

On Hold Pending DTI 

study

29-Jun-05 GM sugar Altered 

Sugar 

Methanol

SASRI Trials Approved

02-Sep-05 GM maize 59122 x NK 

603

Pioneer Hi-

Bred South 

Africa

Commodity 

Clearance

On Hold Pending DTI 

study

01-Oct-05 GM maize MON89034 

and 

MON89597

Monsanto Trial Release Approved

Dec-05 GM cotton MON88913 

Roundup 

Ready Flex 

Cotton

Monsanto General 

Release

Approved

Jan-06 GM maize 59122; 

59122 x 

TC1507; 

59122 x NK 

603

Dow 

AgroScience

Commodity 

Clearance

Approved

28-Apr-06 GM maize Bt11 x GA 

21

Syngenta Commodity 

Clearance

Import for 

planting 

(extension)  

2007 Aug 07

29-May-06 GM maize Bioethanol 

Maize 3272

Syngenta Commodity 

Clearance

Refused

16-Jun-06 GM rice LLRICE62 Bayer 

CropScience

Commodity 

Clearance

On hold Pending DTI 

study

14-Jun-06 GM HIV 

vaccine

MRKAd5 

HIV-1gag/

pol/nef

Chris Hani 

Bragwanath 

Hospital

Clinical trial Approved

Aug-06 GM maize NK603 x 

MON863 x 

MON810

Monsanto Commodity 

Clearance

On Hold Pending DTI 

study
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Date 
of ACB 
objection

Organism Type Applicant Application EC 
Decision

Updates

08-Sep-06 GM cassava TMS60444 Agricultural 

research 

Council

Trial Release Refused

on appeal 

(level 2 

greenhouse 

experiments 

granted)

Outcome 

is with the 

minister 

but not yet 

announced

10-Oct-06 GM grape 

vines

TSGn, TCGn Institute 

for Wine 

Biotechnology, 

University of 

Stellenbosch

Trial Release Feedback 

required 

from 

applicant

Removed 

from 

agenda - no 

feedback 

from 

applicant 

received

30-Nov-06 GM wine 

yeast

ML01 Wine 

Research 

Centre 

(UBC)/ 

Warren 

Chem

Commercial 

Application

Refused

10-Jan-07 GM sorghum CSIR Contained 

Use

Granted on 

appeal

01-May-07 GM maize Abiotic 

Stress 

(drought 

tolerant)

Monsanto Field trials Field Trials 

and Import 

granted in 

2007

Note: ACB 

did not 

offi cially 

object due 

to time 

constraints80

Jun-07 GM cotton LL25 Bayer 

CropScience

Commodity 

Clearance

Approval 

likely on 

condition 

that seeds 

are crushedi

03-Sep-07 GM maize GA21; Bt11 

x GA21

Syngenta Field trials Approved

Oct-07 GM cotton Bollgard 

II (MON 

15985), 

Roundup 

Ready Flex 

Cotton 

(MON88913)

Monsanto General 

Release

Granted 

November 

2007

Oct-07 GM cassava ARC ARC appeal 

against 

refused 

permit

Pending Outcome 

is with the 

minister 

but not yet 

announced
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Date 
of ACB 
objection

Organism Type Applicant Application EC 
Decision

Updates

Nov-07 GM chicken 

vaccine

VAXXITEK 

HVT=IBD

Merial General 

Release

Approved

Feb-08 GM maize MIR604xGA21 Syngenta Commodity 

import

Pending

Mar-08 HIV vaccine GE SAAVI 

MVA-c 

multigene 

HIV Vaccine

Merial General 

Release

Decision 

deferred 

until 

additional 

information 

is supplied 

by the 

applicant.

June 08 GM maize Bt11xMIR604xGA21 Commodity 

import

Syngenta Pending

July 08 GM Cotton 8 events - 

GHB119, 

GHB614 

T304-30 

and the 

crosses with 

GM events 

LL25 and 

Mon15985, 

T304-30 

cotton to 

produce 

various 

stacked 

cotton 

events

Field Trials Bayer 

Cropscience

Pending

Sept 2008 GM Potato SpuntaG2 General 

(commercial) 

release

Agricultural 

Research 

Council  

(ARC)

Pending
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