
Engaging the Public in Biotechnology: 
Case Studies from the Global Industry Coalition

Biotech Awareness from the Ground up: 
Outreach to Small-Scale Farmers and Rural 
Communities in South Africa
Summary: Every March, rural communities across South Africa gather around local small-scale farms 
to learn about biotechnology. There are no multi-media presentations or complex internet sites here. 
Instead people come simply to see a field of insect-protected maize next to a conventional field, to listen 
to the farmer talk about what they’ve learned from growing the crop, and judge for themselves how 
effective biotechnology can be in their own environment.

Ru ra l ag ricu ltu re com m u nities in developing cou ntries 

are often spread across vast d istances, separated by 

m ou ntains, pla ins and rivers and connected on ly by the 

m ost basic  road s. To prov ide farm ers and others in these 

com m u nities w ith in form ation about biotechnolog y 

that is rea l and relevant , it is necessary to dem onstrate 

the technolog y right w here they are . O ne successfu l 

program m e does just that , by work ing intensively to train 

a few  sm all-sca le farm ers in key areas and then open ing 

their f ie ld s to a ll w ho are interested .

It starts with a farmer
T he outreach prog ram m e organ ised by A fricaBio , an 

independent non-profit stakeholders organisation , beg ins 

every year w ith the selection of farm ers from  the m ain 

m aize-g row ing areas of South A frica . W ork ing w ith 

prov incia l ag ricu ltu re departm ents, they identify farm ers 

that have at least tw o hectares (about f ive acres) of land 

and are w illing to u se it to  g row  a biotech crop side-by-

side w ith a conventiona l crop for at least one season . 

M otlatsi M u si is one such farm er from  the tow n of 

O lifantsv lei in G auteng prov ince . H e w as chosen to 

partic ipate in the prog ram m e in 2006 , a long w ith other 

sm all-sca le farm ers w ho have m anaged to m ove above 

the subsistence level, but still strugg le to keep their 

farm s profitable year a fter year. 

In Septem ber, one m onth before planting began that year, 

M r. M u si and h is fe llow  farm ers w ere brought together 

to attend an orientation w ork shop. T hey w ere g iven 

basic  back g rou nd on biotechnolog y and m ore deta iled 

inform ation about the insect-protected m aize they wou ld 

a ll be planting for the f irst t im e that year, inc lud ing how  

to scout for insects and the im portance of m ainta in ing 

a refuge of non-biotech m aize as part of an integ rated 

pest m anagem ent plan . 

By m id-O ctober, seed and fertilizer, procu red prim arily  

th rough indu stry donations, are d istributed to farm ers 

so that they are in place and ready once the ra ins beg in 

and planting season starts . Each farm er plants at least 

tw o hectares : one hectare of insect-resistant (Bt) m aize 

and one hectare of conventional m aize of the sam e variety. 

A nd each sm all-sca le farm er tend s the crop accord ing 

to the resources they have. Som e do a ll their work by hand 

w h ile others u se som e m echan ised tools . 
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A s the crop g row s and the season prog resses, sta ff from  

the prog ram m e and loca l ag ricu ltu re ex tension w orkers 

v isit each farm  on a m onth ly basis to m onitor prog ress, 

prov ide support and prepare for the second part of the 

prog ram m e – ra ising aw areness in the loca l com m u nity.

Open fields for the community
T he prog ram m e g ives partic ipating farm ers va luable 

ex perience in g row ing biotech crops, but it doesn’t stop 

there . M ajor ‘in form ation days’ at the end of the g row ing 

season and sm aller ‘m in i-events’ at d ifferent crop stages 

ensu re that neighboring farm ers, the su rrou nd ing 

com m u nity, and stakeholders from  arou nd the cou ntry 

a lso have an opportu n ity to learn m ore about 

biotechnolog y. 

Ty pica lly, each farm er in the prog ram m e w ill host one or 

two m ini-events at d ifferent stages in the g row ing season. 

T hese events m ight attract 30 -70 people from  arou nd 

the im m ed iate geog raph ica l area . W hile the m aize crop 

is still g row ing , other farm ers, ex tension w orkers and 

com m u nity leaders are able to com pare active insect 

in festations on the biotech and conventiona l f ie ld s. 

Later, a m ajor in form ation day event is held  ju st before 

harvest , usually in M arch. U p to 300 people , m ost of them  

farm ers, gather on the farm  at the dem onstration f ie ld s. 

Loca l com m u nity leaders and m ed ia m ay a lso join , a long 

w ith people from  arou nd the cou ntry w ho have learned 

about the event th rough their ex tension serv ices or 

ag ricu ltu re off ic ia ls .

T he form at of each in form ation day prog ram m e 

depend s on the loca l com m u nity, but u sua lly  inc ludes  

a welcom e address and invocation by com m unity leaders. 

T hen , u sing basic  m ateria ls like posters and handouts 

and w ork ing in the loca l lang uage (there are seven m ajor 

lang uage g roups that the prog ram m e w ork s w ith) , 

ex perts ta lk about topics such as ag ricu ltu re , ag ronom y, 

risk assessm ent and biotech . In each case , how ever, it is 

a farm er like M r. M u si w ho is the m ain attraction as he 

ta lk s about h is ex periences and then lead s a tou r of the 

f ie ld , cutting plants open to look at g ra in qua lity, y ie ld  

and insect dam age w h ile answ ering questions from  a ll. 

M r. M u si’s ex perience of Bt m aize controlling the m aize 

sta lk-borer in h is ow n f ie ld  continues to be very positive .  

“I u sed to get f ive tonnes of m aize per hectare u sing 

conventiona l seed ,” M r. M u si says. “But now  that I’m  

planting biotech m aize , I’m  getting seven tonnes per 

hectare , and m y ex penses are dow n becau se I’ve been 

able to reduce labou r and pestic ide [applications].”

The success is growing
T his k ind of prog ram m e to educate sm all-sca le farm ers 

and ra ise aw areness in the ru ra l com m u nities that they 

live in cou ld be replicated in other areas. O f critica l 

im portance to success, say organ isers at A fricaBio ,  

is to use m ateria ls that are easy for people to u nderstand . 

Lang uage , educationa l level and the ex isting concerns 

that people have about biotech m u st a ll be taken into 

accou nt . In add ition , dem onstration sites m u st g ive  

an accu rate pic tu re of the im pacts of biotechnolog y  

on insect dam age . 

T he success of th is six-year effort is clear. T he program m e 

has dem onstrated the im pacts of biotechnolog y crops 

u nder rea l-w orld c ircu m stances on sm all-sca le farm s. 

M any farm ers who have participated in the dem onstration 

prog ram m e have continued to plant biotechnolog y crops 

profitably. N eighboring sm all-sca le farm s have a lso 

adopted the crops, as ev idenced by sa les of seed specia lly  

packaged for sm aller farm s. T he effectiveness of the 

prog ram m e has encou raged the prov incia l governm ents 

in M u si’s hom e prov ince of G uateng to d irectly  support 

these dem onstration activ ities or ru n their ow n 

prog ram m es.

A s for M r. M usi, he continues to dem onstrate the positive 

im pacts of g row ing biotech m aize to h is fe llow  farm ers 

and the com m u nity. H is crop y ie ld s have increased by 

40 percent since the days of planting conventional m aize. 

O ver the years the ex tra incom e has enabled h im  to buy 

a few  pieces of equ ipm ent for h is farm , send h is ch ild ren 

to study m ed icine and donate su rplus m aize to a charity. 

“M y a im  is to do South A frica proud ,” M r. M u si says.


