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Editorial

The East African Community (EAC), an inter-governmental
organization which came into full force in July 2000, was established
under Article 2 of the Treaty for the Establishment of the East African
Community. The community comprises five partner countries namely
Republics of Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and the United Republic
of Tanzania. Each of the partner states has its own guidelines and
policies concerning biosafety. Among other things that the community
targets to achieve in the period ending 2015/2016, is the establishment
of regional institutional frameworks.

By the year 2008, a total of 143 countries had become signatories
to the Cartagena protocol on biosafety. The biosafety frameworks of all
member states in the community have several common features, which
include administrative systems, institutional arrangements, public
awareness, legal frameworks and regulatory regimes, socio-economic
considerations among others [1].

While many of the features of the guidelines of EAC member
states on biosafety are similar, the intricate details therein reveal a
very wide gap in how specific aspects are perceived. For instance, the
Burundian guidelines for public awareness and education on biosafety
tend to focus more on things to do with the environment, leaving out
the actual area of biosafety [2]. Even though biosafety should include
considerations towards the environment, it is clearly discernible that
the aspects of environment focused on in the Burundian document
are far out of what it supposed to be. The Tanzanian version, in its
section on public awareness and education, acknowledges that the level
of public awareness on biotechnology and biosafety in the country is
extremely low. Due to this low level of awareness in Tanzania, there is
occasional under-reporting and distorted reporting by the public and
private media in the country [1,3]. It is noteworthy to point out that the
proposed mechanisms for public awareness and education stipulated
in the Rwandan version of the guidelines are indeed commendable
[4]. Of particular importance is a mechanism which will ensure that

information will reach all members of the Rwandan public (through
the use of an appropriate language)? Likewise the Kenyan system on
biosafety has been faulted for not intensifying its public awareness and
education campaigns [5]. In its biosafety guidelines, the section that
touches on public awareness and education does highlight the relatively
low level of awareness by the public about biotechnology and biosafety.

One major concern with the implementation of biosafety
guidelines in the EAC member states is that all of them are under-
equipped in their technical capacities to carry out biotechnology and
therefore biosafety activities. As some member states make progress in
building their capacity to handle biosafety issues, other member states
lag behind in the same aspect. This can make future integration of the
guidelines a complex task to achieve.

Another sort of impediment that can lie in the way of regional
integration is the reluctance to accept genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) in member states. Some countries for instance do not allow
GMOs into their territories, even for research purposes. How will such
countries accept to share the same platform of regulations with another
or others that allow such organisms into their territories? It therefore
remains to be seen whether, as it seeks more integration of its activities,
the East African Community will integrate the national guidelines on
biosafety.
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