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

Sharing Best Practices in Biotech Stewardship: 
Field Trial Compliance Training in Africa
Summary: The manual on “Compliance Management of Confined Field Trials of Biotech-derived Plants” 
contains best practices and guidelines developed by industry to organise, manage and complete field 
trials – a critically important stage of biotechnology research and development – in compliance with 
regulations. Educational workshops based on the manual have been given around the world to share 
this information with regulators, researchers and members of the biotech industry who are conducting 
trials, monitoring research or even drafting new regulations. The training has been especially useful in 
Africa where agriculture biotech research is blossoming.

Since ag ricu ltu re biotechnolog y research began in 

earnest in the early  1990s, stew ard sh ip strateg ies , tools 

and protocols have been developed to encou rage the 

safe and responsible u se of biotech products at every 

step of research , developm ent and com m ercia lisation . 

T he m em ber com panies of C ropL ife Internationa l pool 

their collective ex perience in biotechnolog y stew ardsh ip, 

and share it broad ly w ith the ag ricu ltu re com m u nity 

th rough resou rce m ateria ls and tra in ing . A s part of  

th is com m itm ent , they published a m anua l entit led 

“C om pliance M anagem ent of C onfined Field  Tria ls  

of G enetica lly  Eng ineered Plants” w h ich is u sed in 

educationa l w ork shops w orldw ide and adapted for  

loca l cond itions and need s. 

Why field trials?
Safety assessm ents for biotech crops beg in in the lab, but 

field tria ls are the on ly way to gain rea l-world in form ation 

on the ag ronom ic potentia l and env ironm enta l sa fety of 

plants. Stewardship practices that enable farm ers to g row  

the product safely and effectively in open fields are devel- 

oped du ring f ie ld  tria ls , and the tria ls produce m ateria l 

for food and feed safety tests. For these reasons, field tria ls 

are a critica l step in developing biotechnolog y crops. 

“C onfined ” f ie ld  tria ls represent the f irst t im e ex peri-

m enta l plants are g row n outside of the lab or g reenhouse, 

and they are authorised by reg u latory authorities to take 

place under strict conditions in order to m inim ise exposure 

to the env ironm ent . Standard O perating Procedu res 

(SO Ps) have been developed by researchers to help them  

com ply w ith those stric t reg u latory cond itions by u sing 

detailed m ethods for perform ing routine tasks associated 

w ith f ie ld  tria ls in w ays that reduce possible risk s. 

The manual
C ropLife Internationa l’s “C om pliance M anagem ent  

of C onfined Field  Tria ls” m anua l is a practica l g u ide 

desig ned to help those conducting f ie ld  tria ls to com ply 

w ith reg u latory requ irem ents. Its chapters describe 

indu stry best practices for every stage of conducting 

f ie ld  tria ls : 

•	 Tra n sp o r t a n d  s to ra g e  of plant m ateria ls , inc lud ing 

obta in ing necessary perm its for sh ipping , labelling 

m ateria ls appropriately  and secu ring storage areas. 

•	 S ite  m a n a g e m e n t  of areas w here f ie ld  tria ls w ill be 

conducted , inc lud ing site se lection , m ark ing and 

m apping , c lean ing f ie ld  equ ipm ent and isolating the 

f ie ld  tria l plants. 

•	 H a r v e st a n d  d isp o s it io n  of m ateria ls from  field tria ls , 

includ ing m onitoring the tria l site harvest and d isposing 

of, keeping and transporting harvested m ateria l. 

•	 P o st-h a r v e st m a n a g e m e n t  of the tria l site , inc lud ing 

restric tions on land u se to m onitor for rem ova l of 

residua l ex perim enta l plants.

T he M anua l prov ides sam ple SO Ps and reporting form s 

for each stage of f ie ld  tria l m anagem ent as w ell as case 

stud ies describing f ie ld  tria l requ irem ents and processes 

arou nd the w orld , inc lud ing in developing cou ntries . 
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The workshops
M ore than 25 tra in ing w ork shops based on  

the m anua l have been g iven since 2005 ,  

prim arily  in developing cou ntries .  

In add ition to ex pla in ing best  

practices for each stage of  

conducting f ie ld  tria ls , the tw o- 

day tra in ing sessions ty pica lly   

inc lude site v isits to see stew ard- 

sh ip m easu res in f ie ld  tria ls f irst- 

hand and rea l-life  scenarios to  

w ork th rough . 

For exam ple , if you r f ie ld  tria l of m aize  

is about to f low er and you d iscover that you r neighbou r 

has a lso planted m aize w ith in 4 00 m eters of you r tria l, 

a re you out of com pliance w ith f ie ld  tria l reg u lations?  

If so , m u st you notify  the authorities? W hat can you do 

to get back into com pliance? T hese scenarios are regu larly  

rated as the partic ipants’ favou rite part of the tra in ing 

because they are able to apply every th ing they ’ve learned 

to rea l-life  situations. 

The impact 
T he “C om pliance M anagem ent of C onfined Field  Tria ls” 

m anua l has becom e an im portant educationa l resou rce 

for tw o ty pes of organ isations : reg u latory agencies that 

are developing f ie ld  tria l g u idelines for their cou ntries 

and research institutions that are conducting field tria ls .

In A frica , at least fou r cou ntries have borrow ed ideas 

from  the m anual to develop their ow n reg u latory system s 

for f ie ld  tria ls . T he f irst tw o cou ntries to receive tra in ing 

w ere K enya and Tanzan ia , both then in the process of 

developing reg u latory requ irem ents for f ie ld  tria ls . 

Im pressed w ith the stringent yet practica l m anagem ent 

tools in the m anua l, they adopted m any of the requ ire-

m ents and reporting form s, w h ile adapting them  to 

cond itions in their ow n countries. Reg u lators from  Kenya 

and Tanzan ia tra ined their cou nterparts in U ganda, and 

reg u lators in Bu rk ina Faso a lso m ade use of the m ateria l. 

Becau se they d rew  on the sam e sou rce , these fou r 

cou ntries have sim ilar requ irem ents for f ie ld  tria ls . 

O ngoing tra in ing ensu res that reg u lators , sc ientif ic  

adv isors and risk assessors a ll interpret requ irem ents 

and m onitor f ie ld  tria ls consistently. T h is enables 

researchers to m ore easily  plan f ie ld  tria ls to assess  

the reg iona l benefits of biotech crops. 

Research organ isations in A frica have u sed the m anua l 

in slightly  d ifferent w ays to establish f ie ld  tria l m anage-

m ent protocols w ith in their institutions. A frica H arvest 

is a non-profit ag ricu ltu re biotechnolog y research 

organ isation w ork ing w ith sw eet potatoes and sorghu m  

and running field tria ls of these crops in several countries. 

Follow ing a w ork shop on the C LI m anua l, they are 

developing their ow n version of the m anua l that w ill 

prov ide deta iled protocols to m eet com pliance requ ire-

m ents in a ll of the cou ntries w here they are active . 

Sim ilarly, the A frican A g ricu ltu ra l Technolog y 

Fou ndation (A AT F) has u sed the C LI m anua l to develop 

their ow n SO Ps for f ie ld  tria ls of the W ater E ff ic ient 

M aize for A frica (W E M A) project to com ply w ith 

requ irem ents in each of the f ive cou ntries w here those 

tria ls w ill take place . T hey have a lso tra ined a ll of their 

f ie ld  tria l m anagers and staff w ork ing on the project . 

M any of the educational workshops have brought d iverse 

aud iences together, enabling regu lators and researchers to 

learn about each other’s needs and concerns. T his fu rther 

a id s the developm ent of practica l and appropriate f ie ld  

tria l m anagem ent system s in A frica , good stew ard sh ip 

and com pliance w ith sc ience-based reg u lations.

Conclusion
W hether serv ing as “refresher” cou rses in cou ntries  

that have a lready com m ercia lised biotech crops,  

as educationa l opportu n ities for those w ork ing w ith 

plant biotechnolog y, or as a m odel for reg u lating f ie ld  

tria ls for policy m akers in cou ntries ju st beg inn ing to 

adopt the technolog y, the “C om pliance M anagem ent  

of C onfined Field  Tria ls” m anua l is hav ing an im pact .  

In A frica and elsew here arou nd the w orld , indu stry best 

practices for m anag ing f ie ld  tria ls are enabling new  

biotech crops to be tested responsibly  accord ing to 

internationa l standard s and loca l requ irem ents.


