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Preface

The world is currently facing a serious food crisis resulting from soaring food 
prices and climate change. Rising prices have plunged an additional 75 million 
people below the hunger threshold, bringing the estimated number of 
undernourished people worldwide to 923 million in 2007. Climate change 
affects in particular hundreds of millions of small-scale farmers, fishers and 
forest-dependent people, who are already vulnerable and food insecure, 
eroding the resorce bases of their production systems and putting at risk their 
livelihoods.

There are no easy solutions to these challenges. While the measures needed 
extend well beyond the issue of producing more food and agricultural products, 
boosting the productivity of smallholders’ farms through the appropriate 
application of good practices and improved technologies must be a key 
ingredient of development policies of developing countries.

Biotechnologies can play an important role in some of these elements and, 
given the tremendous breakthroughs that have been made in the life sciences 
in general, and the development of new and powerful biotechnologies in 
particular, over the last few decades, there have been very high expectations 
for the potential benefits of biotechnologies on humankind. A large number 
of biotechnology tools have been used, to varying degrees, for many years 
in different developing countries. Other tools are more recent and are only 
beginning to be adapted. 

Information about the socio-economic impact of biotechnology application is 
crucial for policy-makers of developing countries to set priorities and adopt the 
most effective and efficient strategies to address food insecurity and poverty. 
The results of impact assessment are in fact instrumental to evaluate the 
potential effects of biotechnology-based projects on food security and poverty 
alleviation and therefore to optimize the allocation of resources.

This publication aims to contribute to the knowledge of socio-economic 
impacts of the adoption of biotechnologies, focusing on non-transgenic 
biotechnologies (i.e. biotechnologies other than genetic engineering). The 
first paper discusses some approaches used in innovations’ impact assessment 
and presents a general overview of the literature about the impacts of non-
transgenic biotechnologies. Some studies which have explored the extent of 
the application of micropropagation in Africa, with special attention to Gabon, 
Mali, Nigeria, Uganda, and Zimbabwe are presented in the second paper. The 
case studies from Uganda and Zimbabwe, included in the third paper, present 
the main findings of two field studies, carried out with an anthropological 
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approach, aimed at better understanding the motivations and conditions 
favouring the innovation process, and at identifying direct and indirect impacts 
on livelihoods, derived from the adoption of planting materials generated 
through micropropagation techniques. 

Isabel Alvarez
Director

Research and Extension Division
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