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

The Pan-Asia Farmers (and Scientists  
and Journalists) Exchange: Regional Education  
on Fertile Ground
Summary: Through the Pan-Asia Farmers Exchange Program, people from across the region learn 
about the practicalities of regulating and growing biotech crops. What began as a way to share 
information among farmers is now informing a much broader group of stakeholders on the impacts and 
benefits of biotechnology in the Philippines, where these crops have been grown for over six years.

Since 2007, the annua l Pan-A sia Farm ers E xchange 

Prog ram  has served as an increasing ly popu lar platform  

for k now ledge sharing and exchange on crops of ag ricu l-

tu ra l biotechnolog y. O rgan ised jointly  by C ropL ife A sia , 

C ropL ife Ph ilippines, the Biotechnolog y C oa lition of the 

Ph ilippines and the SE A RC A  Biotechnolog y In form ation 

C enter, the th ree-day prog ram  a im s to enhance the 

k now ledge of farm ers and other biotechnolog y 

stakeholders about biotech crops, dem onstrate how  a 

reg u latory fram ew ork for crop biotechnolog y w ork s in 

practice , and prom ote reg iona l k now ledge-sharing and 

ag ricu ltu re netw ork s.

W here better to see the rea l im pacts of biotechnolog y 

on farm ers, the env ironm ent , com m u nities and research 

than the Ph ilippines, w h ich has been g row ing these 

crops since 2003 ? 

Beyond a “Farmers Exchange”
Farm ers have been at the heart of th is prog ram  since  

its inception , bu ild ing on a prev iou s exchange beg u n  

in 2003 w hen Filipino farm ers hosted farm ers from  other 

cou ntries w ho w ere interested in seeing biotechnolog y 

crops for them selves. T hose partic ipants not on ly 

brought back in form ation about biotechnolog y to their 

hom e cou ntries , but they a lso w ent on to share their 

k now ledge at reg iona l events, and fou nded the A sia 

Farm ers N etw ork .

O ther stakeholders learned about the exchange prog ram  

and asked to join , and the prog ram  has g row n to inc lude 

4 0 or m ore ind iv idua ls from  across A sia each year. W hat 

began as a “farm ers’ exchange” now  inc ludes jou rna lists , 

sc ientists and policy m akers involved in ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y research and rev iew. To date , partic ipants 

have com e from  eight d ifferent cou ntries across A sia – 

C h ina , Ind ia , Indonesia , K orea , Ph ilippines, Ta iw an , 

T hailand and V ietnam  – each at a d ifferent stage of 

evaluating, grow ing or consum ing food from  biotech crops.
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Diverse participants and points of view
Farm ers rem ain at the heart of the exchange prog ram . 

Each is a leader in h is or her ag ricu ltu ra l com m u nity, and 

m any hold leadersh ip positions in farm er organ isations 

or agribusiness operations, in add ition to actively farm ing 

their ow n land . For exam ple , m em bers of the K T N A ,  

an organ isation to w h ich m ore than 80 percent of 

Indonesian farm ers belong , have partic ipated for severa l 

years. T hese farm ers ask tough questions of the farm ers 

they m eet about how  biotechnolog y w ill im pact them , 

and com m it to sharing the answ ers w ith others at hom e.

T he sc ientists w ho partic ipate in the exchange prog ram  

are a lso com m itted to ask ing questions in the 

Ph ilippines. M any have their ow n active biotechnolog y 

research prog ram s. O thers serve as biotech reg u lators 

or are involved w ith reg u latory processes in their hom e 

cou ntries and ga in u nderstand ing of the principles and 

practices that support biotechnolog y reg u lations in the 

Ph ilippines. W hatever their position , a ll sc ientists f ind 

va lue in v isiting advanced nationa l and internationa l 

biotechnolog y laboratories in the Ph ilippines and seeing 

how  biotechnolog y is ac tua lly  u sed in the f ie ld , perhaps 

for the f irst t im e. 

M ed ia partic ipants in the Farm ers E xchange are from  

m ainstream , nationa l new s organ isations, w ho are 

seek ing rea l-life stories about how biotechnolog y im pacts 

farm ers and consu m ers in the reg ion . A fter the v isit ,  

the stories they publish help ra ise aw areness about 

biotechnolog y m ore broad ly th roughout their cou ntries . 

In T hailand , new spaper artic les about the Farm ers 

E xchange have been accom panied by rad io broadcasts 

that reach across the cou ntry.

T he benefits of such a d iverse g roup of partic ipants are 

c lear. Each farm er or jou rna list or sc ientist now  has the 

opportu n ity to see th ings from  the perspectives of other 

stakeholders from  other cou ntries . 

A complete biotech experience 
T hrough various activ ities during the three-day intensive 

prog ram , partic ipants ga in f irst-hand ex perience of how  

biotech crops are developed , how  they are reg u lated by 

governm ents and how  crops are m anaged at the farm  

level. A lthough som e locations m ay vary, th ree e lem ents 

form  the core of the prog ram  every year. 

T h e o r y. T he prog ram  beg ins w ith a series of interactive 

presentations on d ifferent com ponents of ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y. T hese inc lude sem inars and techn ica l 

brief ings on biotech basics , biosafety reg u lations in the 

Ph ilippines and specif ic  crops such as insect-protected 

(Bt) corn and herbic ide-tolerant corn . 

R e se a rc h . T he nex t portion of the prog ram  focu ses 

on biotechnolog y research and developm ent activ ities . 

V isits are m ade to laboratories, g reenhouses and research 

tria l locations at the fac ilit ies of m ajor internationa l and 

national research centers in the Philippines, includ ing the 

International R ice Research Institute , the Philippine R ice 

Research Institute and the U n iversity  of the Ph ilippines 

L os Banos-Institute of Plant Breed ing . H ere the partic i-

pants can see crops that have been com m ercia lised as 

w ell as active research on new  tra its for crops im portant 

in A sia , such as papaya and brinja l (egg plant) . 

C ro p s . F ina lly  it ’s t im e to see com m ercia l farm s 

planting both biotech and conventiona l crops. Prog ram  

partic ipants interact d irectly  w ith loca l farm ers w ho 

have severa l years of ex perience w ith the technolog y 

and can show  how  it has im pacted their farm s, their 

incom es and their com m u nities . V isiting m u ltiple farm s 

a llow s partic ipants to see how  biotechnolog y is u sed 

a long w ith other conventiona l farm ing practices in 

d ifferent soils , geog raph ies and c lim ates. 

A valuable exchange
A fter putting th ree long days into the prog ram , the 

farm ers, sc ientists and jou rna lists w ho partic ipate in  

the Pan-A sia Farm ers E xchange have a w ea lth of new  

inform ation . T hey are equ ipped to share their k now ledge 

w ith others back hom e and to contribute to public  

d ia log ue about ag ricu ltu re biotechnolog y. But perhaps 

m ost im portantly, partic ipants in the Farm ers E xchange 

have first-hand experiences of biotechnolog y which enable 

them  to judge for them selves how biotechnolog y im pacts 

farm ers, com m u nities and the env ironm ent in A sia .


