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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

On 29 January 2000, the Conference of the parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity adopted a 

supplementary agreement to the convention known as the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. The protocol 

seeks to protect biological diversity from the potential risks posed by living modified organisms (LMOs) 

resulting from modern biotechnology. The protocol establishes an advance informed agreement (AIA) 

procedure for ensuring that countries are provided with the information necessary to make informed 

decisions before agreeing to the import of such organisms into their territory. It makes reference to 

a precautionary principle approach and reaffirms the precaution language in principle 15 of the Rio 

Declaration on Environment and Development. It further establishes a Biosafety Clearing House to facilitate 

the exchange of information on living modified organisms and assist countries in the implementation of 

the Protocol.

In line with the ratification of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety the Kingdom of Swaziland has 

established a National Biosafety Framework and further enacted the Biosafety Act 2012. The objective 

in the establishment of these policy documents is to outline procedures for handling LMOs and a public 

participation procedure in the management of modern biotechnology practices in Swaziland. The Act 

in particular is aimed at ensuring an adequate level of protection in the safe transfer, handling and use 

of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) resulting from modern biotechnology. The objective in this 

regard is to avoid adverse effects on the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity, taking 

into account human health. To complement the policy framework in the country, recognition is made in 

terms of Principle 10 of the Rio 1992 Declaration which compels all countries to put in place necessary 

mechanisms for access to information and give citizens opportunity to participate in decision-making. 

Article 23 of the Cartagena protocol as well provides for the parties to:

•	 Promote		and		facilitate		public		awareness,		education		and		participation		concerning		the		

safe transfer, handling and use of living modified organisms.

•	 Endeavour	to	ensure	that	public	awareness	and	education	encompass	access	to	information	

on living modified organisms identified in accordance with this Protocol that may be imported.

•		 In	accordance	with	their	respective	laws	and	regulations,	consult	the	public	in	the	decision-	

making process regarding living modified organisms and make the results of such decisions 

available to the public, while respecting confidential information.

•		 Endeavour		to		inform		its		public		about		the		means		of		public		access		to		the		Biosafety		

Clearing house.
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The Swaziland Environment Authority is designated by the Biosafety Act as the Competent Authority 

and entrusted with the duty of implementation and administration of the Act and any regulations made 

pursuant thereto. In fulfilling this obligation, the competent authority needs to come up with a strategy for 

the following:

•	 Implementation	and	enforcement	of	the	Biosafety	Act

•	 Provide	 	 programmes	 	 that	 	will	 	 address	 	 information	 	 access,	 	 public	 	 participation	 	 in		

decision 

•	 making	and	awareness

•	 Provide	framework	to	entrench	info	access,	public	participation	and	awareness

It is worth noting that unlike other sub-Saharan African countries, Swaziland does not have a comprehensive 

access to information legislation, however, issues of public access to information are dealt with by each 

sectoral law. 

Part VIII of the Environmental management, 2002 deals with the issue of access to environmental 

information and public participation in decision making in the country. Among other things the EMA, 

2002, which is a framework environmental legislation for Swaziland, provides for the creation of register 

of environmental information, which should contain all licenses issued for the purposes of safeguarding 

the environment. It further gives any person a right to request from the Minister of Environment, the SEA 

or any other organ of Government any information relating to the environment that is not available in the 

registry but that could reasonably assist that person in contributing to the enhancement, protection and 

conservation of the environment and the sustainable management of natural resources. 

In the context of biosafety information, Section 25 of the Biosafety Act, 2012 specifically deals with Public 

Information, Awareness and Participation. The Act clearly compels the Competent Authority (SEA) to: 

 “promote awareness and education of the public and those conducting activities subject to the Act 

concerning biosafety matters through the publication and dissemination of this Act and regulations 

made under this Act, as well as guidance documents and other material aimed at improving 

understanding of biosafety and related authorisation and notification requirements”

The Act further provides for sharing of Biosafety information internationally through the Biosafety Clearing 

House Mechanism (BCH). 

Most anecdotal surveys have shown that levels of awareness on issues of biosafety are very low in the 

country. However, some efforts have been made to improve the situation. These include an initiative 

funded by Regional Agricultural, Environmental Innovations Network ( RAEIN) Africa, which uses an 

innovation platform approach to creating awareness and maximizing public participation in biosafety 
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decision making. The approach established the Public Awareness and Public Participation (PAPP), which 

entailed the formation of a multi-stakeholder group of people, with actors drawn from different levels 

and sectors of key stakeholders in the country. The platform consisted of stakeholders drawn from various 

institutions in the country, e.g. the university, media, civil society, farmers, environment regulatory authority, 

government ministries and industry. The primary purpose of the platform was to enhance public awareness 

and participation of stakeholders in biosafety decision-making processes, using the innovative systems 

approach to ensure sustainable livelihoods in Swaziland, through activities tailor-made for each target 

group.

Among its activities the PAPP undertook a baseline survey to determine levels of knowledge on modern 

biotechnology and biosafety issues in the country among female farmers in the country. The result showed 

that the levels of awareness particularly among rural folk was extremely low, and needed urgent attention. 

It is against this backdrop that a comprehensive awareness, access to information and public participation 

in biosafety decision making strategy was developed.

2. GOAL OF STRATEGY

The major goal of this document is to assist the government of Swaziland, through the Swaziland 

Environment Authority as the Competent Authority tasked with the implementation of the Biosafety Act, 

to promote awareness, access to information and public participation in the management of biosafety 

issues by 2018.

3. TARGET GROUPS

The strategy is targeted for implementation to the general public. The essence is to ensure that every 

Swazi is aware of biosafety issues, has access to information relating to biosafety and has the opportunity 

and platforms to participate in the decision-making processes relating to biosafety and adoption of 

biotechnology. For purposes of targeting and wider coverage, the public has been grouped into seven (7) 

broad categories. Academic institutions are added as an eighth category as a strategic target group that 

is more of a partner representing the research community. These are discussed below, each on its own to 

establish their relevance.

3.1 Consumers

Consumers are the end-users of biotechnology products. In many respects this target is aimed at the 

general public because everyone is a consumer. The strategy will therefore provide activities that will ensure 

that as consumers the public is aware, has access to information and participates in decision making 

processes on biotechnology products. The different consumer groupings in the form of associations and 

other representative bodies will be of particular importance in terms of reaching out to this target group.
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3.2 Farmers

Farmers as a target group include both subsistence and commercial farmers. Again in this group the 

anticipation is that it covers almost every Swazi, particularly the rural dwellers. The importance of this 

group is in the fact that they are largely the adopters and users of biotechnology.

3.3 Policy Makers

Policy makers are the decision-makers. In this case the target will largely involve cabinet; parliamentarians;

government departments; municipalities  and local authorities; and traditional authorities in the case of 

rural areas. This group is important because they make the decisions and provide direction on what is 

acceptable and what is not. They are also enablers and creators of the necessary conducive environment 

to allow the three pillars of this strategy (awareness, access to information, and public participation) to 

play themselves out.

3.4 Private Sector

The private sector as a target group mainly includes food processors like millers as well as retailers. These 

are critical because they process and convert biotechnology products into food products. It is therefore 

imperative that they are targeted in terms of the strategy because of the role they play in the processing 

and distribution of genetically modified food products.

3.5 Media

The media are distributors of information, and their coverage is significantly wide in terms of reaching to 

the public. As a sector they may be relatively small, but their impact in terms of reach and assimilation of 

information is significantly large. It is therefore imperative that they are specifically targeted in terms of this 

strategy so that their reporting is guided when it comes to biosafety and biotechnology issues. Awareness, 

access to information and the participation of this sector is therefore critical in view of the role and impact 

they have in terms of information dissemination.

3.6 Civil Society

Civil society has in some quarters been defined as the ‘third sector’ of society because it is neither 

government nor business. This is a sector largely dominated by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

and other non-profit organizations. Community based organizations (CBOs) could also form part of 

this sector of society and faith based organisations. These organizations are largely visible and vocal in 

Swaziland and they cover a range of issues in terms of their views, particularly if it is to do with people 

and their livelihoods and the environment. It is therefore imperative that they are targeted by the strategy 

so that they are on the know in terms of biosafety issues and they actively participate in some of the fora 

where these issues are discussed and where decisions need to be taken.
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3.7 The Youth

The youth is the future of the country. They are the future policy makers. They are the future generation that 

is most likely to feel impacts of activities and decisions taken in the present time. It is therefore imperative 

that as a grouping they are always involved and engaged on issues such as biosafety and biotechnology. 

The involvement of the youth should be encouraged and entrenched at the early stages of their lives and 

development. This means they should be considered as early as primary school. In this strategy document, 

programmes directed to the youth are meant to involve them as early as at that stage.

3.8 Academic Institutions

Academic institutions are discoverers and banks of scientific knowledge. They play a huge role in imparting 

this knowledge to future leaders and economic drivers of the country in the students that attend these 

institutions. The country currently boasts of several institutions of higher learning and training institutions. 

This translates to a significant number of people, who are largely in their youth years, that these institutions 

reach. As a target group for this strategy, academic institutions are recognized as re-enforcers of the 

initiatives that will be implemented on the other seven target groups in terms of awareness, access to 

information and public participation in bio-safety and bio-technology matters. Initiatives and actions 

directed to academic institutions are more of a partnering nature with them in driving the objectives of 

the strategy.
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4. STRATEGIC FOCUS AREAS AND ACTION PLAN

The strategy has three focus areas. These are largely based on the nature of the strategy wherein it seeks 

to address three main areas. These are Awareness, Access to Information and Public Participation. For 

each strategic focus area, a strategic objective is provided followed by an action plan which is in a form 

of a matrix that is based on the identified target groups.

4.1 Public Awareness

Public awareness on issues of biosafety in the country is largely limited. The prevailing status quo is 

that it is largely a concept that is known only amongst the technocrats, government and NGO officials 

involved in the field. There are few educational resources and materials on Biosafety/Biotechnology in 

the country. Media coverage on the subject is basically low and when it happens it is often biased often 

negative. It is only recently that the Biosafety Act, 2012 has been enacted, albeit a limited understanding 

and awareness on the part of the legislators that passed the Bill. With this law in place in the wake of such 

limited awareness, even amongst key stakeholders, there is a great challenge in terms of implementing 

it and reaping the rewards from the provisions provided therein. This focus area is therefore aimed at 

ensuring that public awareness is entrenched and achieved through the programmes of SEA as the 

Competent Authority.

4.1.1 Strategic objective

- the strategic objective of this focus area is to create public awareness and understanding of the national 

biosafety framework and the application of modern biotechnology in Swaziland.

4.1.2 Action Plan

To achieve the articulated strategic objective, an action plan has been drawn to address public awareness. 

As alluded to earlier, this plan is anchored around the target groups as shown in the matrix. For each 

group, the key messages are identified and the actions to get the messages across are stated. The matrix 

also indicates the cost, timeline and indicators of success for each action item.
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4.2 Access to Information
In a similar vein as public awareness, access to biosafety and biotechnology information is generally 

limited in the country. It is again a case of it being accessed by those in the know of the subject 

and field. There are no proper mechanisms and collaborations to ensure that information is readily 

available for the public to access. Without information, even stakeholders who could be assisting to 

disseminate messages on biosafety issues are challenged to do so. The media for instance could be 

doing quite a significant lot, if they had adequate access to packaged information on issues around 

biosafety and biotechnology. Civil society could perhaps push more in their advocacy campaigns 

and allow for robust debates around the issues of biosafety and the adoption of GMO products. 

This in turn would enhance the first focus area of public awareness. It is on this basis that access to 

information is identified as a strategic focus area to be developed and implemented. The essence of 

this focus area is to ensure that the public has adequate access to information to allow for them to 

make informed decisions in terms of the adoption of biotechnology products.

4.2.1 Strategic Objective
In cognizance of the brief background given above, the strategic objective of this focus area is 

provide mechanisms for improving access to information on biosafety and biotechnology.

4.2.2 Action Plan
A matrix for this focus area has been developed as well based on the identified target groups. As 

different from the public awareness focus area, for access to information the matrix identifies gaps or 

the context in relation to accessing information per target group. Action items are as well provided 

to address the identified gaps. 
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4.3 Public Participation
The background to the first two focus areas discussed has revealed that there is generally a lack 

of public awareness on biosafety issues, with access to information on the subject limited as well. 

This being the case, it goes without say that the involvement of the public in matters of biosafety, 

particularly the decision-making processes, is minimal at best. As a principle, the participation of 

stakeholders in matters that directly affect them is crucial so that any concerns are addressed at an 

early stage and decisions taken are owned by all. With biosafety issues touching directly on people’s 

lives and the environment within which they live, it is therefore imperative that activities and decisions 

made in relation to these are all encompassing in terms of the involvement of the public. It is for this 

reason that all policy documents and legislation on the matter emphasize on public participation. As 

a focus area for this strategy, public participation is aimed at ensuring that people as individuals and 

as a collective are involved in the decision-making processes and in the activities relating to biosafety.

4.3.1 Strategic Objective
The strategic objective of this focus area is to create an enabling environment for the involvement of 

interested and affected parties in decision-making on biosafety issues.

4.3.2 Action Plan
The action plan for this focus area is as well centred on the identified target groups. Within the matrix 

the plan firstly identifies the key issues to be addressed per target group. It then presents the areas 

of involvement for each target group, with actions, strategic partners, estimated costs, timelines and 

indicators given as well.
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5. MONITORING AND EVALUATION
A three-phased monitoring and evaluation framework or approach is proposed for strategy. In the 

first phase it will be important to determine the situation before the implementation of the strategy 

and the activities contained therein. A review of literature and consultative interviews would assist 

in this regard in relation to the target groups identified. In many respects this has been covered in 

this strategy document wherein it reveals low levels of awareness, access to information and public 

participation.

The second phase of the M&E is to be done during implementation of the strategy. In this case the 

essence will, in the first instance, be to determine whether the activities contained in the strategy 

are being carried out and at what pace and coverage. In the second instance the second phase of 

the M&E will aim to determine whether the activities being carried out are producing the desired 

outcomes. The indicators as given in the action plan will be of critical importance at this M&E phase. 

It is at this phase where necessary improvements and changes in activities or manner of carrying them 

are made.

The last phase is more of an impact assessment phase. This is where an evaluation of whether the 

overall goal of the strategy has been achieved.  It is a post strategy implementation phase where 

the outcomes of the strategy are evaluated if they are what were desired in the first place. For this 

evaluation phase the following matrix can be adopted.

     32

Criteria Evaluators summary comments Rating

Achievement of strategic objectives

Stakeholder involvement

Implementation approach

Sustainability of implemented programmes
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