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The Media for Environment, 
Science, Health and 
Agriculture (MESHA) was 
founded in November 

2005 in Nairobi, Kenya, and is an 
organisation that provides support to 
science journalists covering health, 
development, technology, agriculture and 
the environment. It does so by offering 
training workshops, consultancies 
and encouraging networking through 
meetings and conferences among 
journalists, scientists and other 
stakeholders in Kenya.

The association emphasises on rural 
journalism and communication.

The idea for the formation of this 
association sprang up from the fact 
that there were many organisations 
and communicators in the fields of 
agriculture, environment, health 
and development. However,   few 
organisations in the region bring 
journalists covering these issues together, 
for better reporting in the media.

MESHA believes that in a democratic 
society where science must be 
answerable to the public, there is need to 
find new and innovative ways of effective 
mass communication about the benefits 
of science, and other areas of concern to 
the general public.

MESHA aims to ensure continuity, 
sustainability and consistent coverage of 
science and development issues as they 
arise.
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Towards the end of last year, the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warned that the 
world risks suffering devastating impacts of climate 
change, unless it takes unprecedented action to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions over the next 
decade. 

As a response, many countries in the world are 
declaring a climate emergency. Fossil fuel divestment 
is taking place everywhere in the world. It has 
become a global phenomenon. 

Currently, most of our electricity is generated by 
renewable energy sources. About 57% of Kenya’s 
electricity is generated from hydropower, 32% is 
from thermal and the rest comprises of geothermal 
and emergency thermal power. Solar and Wind 
power play a minor role contributing less than 1%. 
However, the Government of Kenya intends to build 
a coal power plant in Lamu to increase the country’s 
electricity generation and power Vision 2030 
National Development Plan.

The Lamu coal-power plant alone could exceed 
all of Kenya’s existing emissions from fossil fuel 
plants and making it one of the worst emitters of 
greenhouse gases on the entire African continent. 
Kenya’s abundant solar, geothermal and other 
renewable energy resources are now cheaper than 
coal, due to technological and financial innovations. 
This offers the government an opportunity to 
contribute immensely to the global climate protection 
efforts. 

Burning coal emits large amounts of carbon dioxide 
into the atmosphere. 

These emissions have been shown to increase 
the greenhouse effect in the atmosphere leading to 
global temperature rise. 

Coal contains sulphur and other elements, including 
dangerous metals such as mercury, lead, and arsenic, 
that escape into the air when coal is burned. Burning 
coal also produces particulates that increase air 
pollution and health dangers. 
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n culmination of what has been a 
sore point of speculation for nearly 
three decades, it is now a matter 
of scientific evidence that women 
using the injectable contraceptive 

Depo-Provera, commonly known as Depo, 
are not more likely to acquire HIV than 
their counterparts using implant or the 
copper-T coil for contraception.

This finding is particularly important for  
countries in sub-Saharan African countries 
where Depo, a progestin-only injectable, 
is widely used and HIV rates are high. 

The Evidence for Contraceptive Options 
and HIV Outcomes (ECHO) study, whose 
results were released on June 13, 2019 in 
Durban-South Africa, has provided solid 
evidence on how the three contraceptive 
methods stack up in  relation to a 
woman’s risk of HIV acquisition.

ECHO answers unresolved 
questions but opens 

Pandora’s box

“The ECHO study was conducted 
because of conflicting data. Some 
observational studies had indicated that 
using certain hormonal contraceptive 
methods increased the risk of HIV 
acquisition. Other studies did not show 
any such correlation,” said Imeldah 
Wakhungu, ECHO study coordinator for 
the Kisumu site.

In 2017, the World Health 
Organization released a most telling 
pointer of how dominant these 
contradictions were by releasing 
guidelines summarizing that women 
at risk of HIV can use progestin-only 
injectable but that they should be 
informed of possible risk.

The significance of the ECHO study 
in putting to rest these fears that have 
dominated public health spaces for 
years cannot be overestimated. And 
what cannot be under-estimated is the 
Pandora’s box that the study has opened.

“ECHO provides the highest quality 
evidence because women need to know 
whether certain contraceptives place them 
at increased risk of acquiring HIV,” said 
Dr Nelly Mugo during the release of the 
results.

She explained that three contraceptives 
in the ECHO study are currently 
prioritized and are widely used for their 
efficacy and safety. Ultimately, the study 
sought to answer one primary public 
health question and three secondary 
ones.

“ECHO compared the risk of HIV 
acquisition by pitting three comparable 
contraceptives against each other. 
Efficacy, safety and continuation or 
discontinuation were closely monitored,” 
Dr Mugo explained.

This study started in December 2015 
and participants’ follow-up concluded in 
October 2018.

Forget coal, embrace 
renewable energy 

Burning coal also releases various nitrogen and 
sulphur elements that are responsible for acid 
rain. Acid rain affects marine life and soil quality, 
reducing the nutrient content and damaging the 
roots of plants and trees; diminishing agricultural 
productivity. 

The communities in Lamu have so far managed 
their resources sustainably. For generations, the 
residents have depended on fishing and tourism for 
their livelihood. The proposed coal plant presents 
a threat to their environment and their well-being. 
Destruction of the environment by burning coal will have 
direct impacts on people’s well-being and the economy. 

It is evident that new coal projects will push us 
into climate chaos, destroy livelihoods and health. 
It is important that countries across the world stop 
investing in coal and fossil fuels, and instead begin 
an urgent transition to renewable energy. 

Our country has abundant renewable energy 
resources to help power its economy efficiently and 
sustainably. It should therefore strive for a prosperous 
future powered by clean, renewable energy sources. 
Investing in renewable energy will safeguard the 
people’s livelihoods and protect resources necessary 
for the economy to thrive while avoiding toxic effects 
of air pollution and ensuring that affordable, clean, 
safe electricity is delivered to all.

Compared to coal, renewable energy sources 
such as solar, geothermal, and wind, have lower 
total cost of production, less long-term risk and 
greater potential to power the country’s sustainable 
economic development. 

The transition to renewable energy will create 
new jobs, assure healthier lives and bring along 
savings in fuel costs for those who have been left 
out for way too long. By abandoning its ambitions 
for coal and investing in the abundant renewable 
energy resources, the country will mitigate the 
current climate emergency and avoid catastrophic 
climate crisis.

Amos Wemanya

By Joyce Chimbi I j.chimbi@gmail.com 
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In the end, the study found that HIV 
incidence was very high across all 
three methods and that there was no 
substantial statistical difference in HIV 
acquisition across all three methods.

Of note, 397 women out of 7,829 
who participated in the study aged 16 
through 35 years acquired HIV during 
study follow up over a period of 18 
months.

“This is significant because 
the women were not profiled for 
individual risk of HIV acquisition and 
were offered HIV prevention services 
including PrEP throughout the study,” 
noted Dr Mugo.

The door has been opened for 
speculations that HIV interventions 
in Kenya, South Africa, Eswatini and 
Zambia where the 12 ECHO study 
sites were set up have failed to stop 
infections among young women. 

Overall, fears are now rife that 
years of HIV control measures have 
not borne fruit where they are needed 
the most and there is a need to re-
evaluate where women’s risk for HIV 
exposure lies.

Other HIV experts have raised 
concerns that the study does not 
fully answer some key public health 
questions because it settled on an age 
group that has been documented for 
its vulnerability to HIV acquisition. 
This vulnerability is based on age, 
gender and economic status. 
Furthermore, this is the age group 
that is most active sexually.

At the landmark 2018 HIV 
Prevention, Care and Treatment 
Scientific Conference where 
hundreds of participants gathered 
in Nairobi for over four days, 

in September 2018, it is the failure to 
prevent new HIV infections among young 
women 15 to 24 years that particularly stood 
out.

At the time, Anthony Chazara, LVCT 
Health and Youth Programme made a 
statement that completely resonates with the 
ECHO study.

 “When you talk about new HIV 
infections, these are people who are 
negative today and HIV positive tomorrow. 
Young people account for about half of 
these new HIV infections and this is a 
worrying statistic,” he said.

Adding that: “More than half of all new 
HIV infections occur among adolescents 
and young people aged 15 to 24 years 
which is a sharp rise from 29 percent in 
2013.” 

In just 18 months, a study that started 
with 7,829 women testing negative for HIV 
culminated with 397 testing positive. 

It is therefore a matter of scientific 
fact that young women continue to be 
disproportionally affected by HIV and 
that this is not limited to countries where 
the 12 ECHO sites were set up but 
across Africa.

Throughout Africa, research shows that 
HIV infections among young women are 
double or triple those of their male peers. 

In Kenya alone, young women are 
almost twice as likely to acquire HIV 
compared to young men.

According to National AIDS and STI 
Control Programme (NASCOP), due to 
their vulnerability to HIV, young women 
15 to 24 years account for 33 percent of 
the total number of new HIV infections. 

In comparison, NASCOP statistics 
show that young men account for an 
estimated 16 percent of the new HIV 
infections.

Experts attribute this high HIV 
prevalence to gender inequalities, 
violence against women, biological 
factors, limited access to health care, 
education and jobs, and health systems 
that do not address the needs of young 
people.

There is also the question of deep-
seated attitudes that young women 
have as well as their own perceptions 
of HIV risk. Surveys have shown that 
young women are still more fearful of an 
unplanned pregnancy than HIV.

These fears were astoundingly 
confirmed by the ECHO study which was 
summarily characterized by high sexually 
transmitted infections, high incidences of 
HIV, low condom uptake and notably low 
pregnancy rates. Reported pregnancies 
were mainly among women who had 
at some point discontinued assigned 
methods. 

Experts attribute 
this high HIV 
prevalence to 
gender inequalities, 
violence against 
women, biological 
factors, limited 
access to health care, 
education and jobs, 
and health systems 
that do not address 
the needs of young 
people.

O
ver the course of 
my career writing 
health stories, I have 
come to appreciate 
the importance of 

spending time to understand the topic 
about which I intend to write. This, I 
believe, is the best – if not the only way - 
to properly articulate a given message.

Any experienced journalist or 
communication expert will tell you that 
this remains the underpinning hallmark of 
any good journalism. It is a fundamental 
principle in the practice, especially in 
instances where information that might 
be deemed sensitive is concerned.

Tips on health journalism

By Geoffrey Kamadi

And, as it is oftentimes the case, 
scientific topics are sensitive, particularly 
where reporting on facts and figures 
requires a great degree of accuracy.

However, even before thinking about 
tackling a given health topic, it has to 
answer two really elementary questions 
for me: a) what is the newsworthiness of 
this topic? b) Why should anyone care?

If the subject matter addresses these 
questions, then I will have established a 
basis on which to build a story.  This is 
perhaps best demonstrated by giving a 
relevant example. 

A new HIV vaccine candidate Phase 
I clinical trial is currently underway in 
the US. The trial of a vaccine candidate 
BG505 SOSIP.664 gp140 was also 
launched in Kenya in May. So, how 
do I go about reporting on this subject 
matter?

Such a topic immediately presents a 
daunting task for any journalist.  They are 
more likely than not to dismiss it offhand, 
simply because HIV/ AIDS ideas do not 
seem to sell very well lately.

In any case, I will subject this idea 
to my two-question test, and see what 
emerges at the other end. 

So, obviously, the topic immediately 
addresses my newsworthiness question: It 
is fresh. It is current. 

But upon prodding further, the 
newsworthiness element of the topic is 
reinforced even more. For example, I get 
to learn that it is the first clinical trials of 
its kind, where proteins known as HIV 
envelop proteins are being evaluated in 
humans.

This piece of information is important. 
It also goes to some extent to address the 
second part of the why-should-anyone-
care question, where human subjects are 
involved for the first time.

Also, I have come to realize that some 
of the most important information can 
be derived by asking what might be 
considered silly questions. For example, 
you might want to find out how vaccine 
candidates ends up being named the way 
are. 

What do the initials “BG” stand for, 
in the name of this particular vaccine 
candidate for example? I learn from the 
researcher that they denote “Baby Girl”. 

He then goes on to narrate about 
how many years ago, an infant Kenyan 
girl died of complications from HIV/
AIDS, acquired from mother-to-child 
transmission.

Her blood was preserved for future 
studies, because her antibodies were 
shown to be efficacious against the HIV 
virus. 

Other HIV experts have raised concerns that the study does not fully answer 
some key public health questions because it settled on an age group that 
has been documented for its vulnerability to HIV acquisition. 
This vulnerability is based on age, gender and economic status.

Continued on Page 8
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This immediately presents a powerful 
hook on which to pull your readers along 
and make them care about this particular 
HIV vaccine candidate trial. 

In other words, antibodies from a 
deceased Kenyan infant are being used 
in a first HIV/ AIDS vaccine candidate 
trial of its kind anywhere. This could have 
monumental vaccine research implications 
the world over. Now, who would not want 
to read such a fascinating story?

My two questions having satisfactorily 
been addressed, the next step is how do I 
go about telling this compelling story? This 
is where the technical aspects of presenting 
your ideas into words come in. 

Any editor will tell you that a delayed 
introduction to a story makes the reader 
lose interest. So, as a general rule, you 
need to delve right into the story no later 
than the fourth paragraph. Also, your 
sentences need not be too long and your 
paragraphs need only be two to three 
lines, but certainly not more than four, in 
length.

The language usage matters a lot. 
The simpler the language the better the 
chance that you will capture and arrest 
the interest of your readers all through.  
This is especially the case, when 
attempting to communicate a technically 
scientific subject - as HIV/AIDS vaccine 
candidate trial certainly is.

Therefore, I will have the scientist 
speak in as plain a language as possible, 
so that any lay person can understand. 
I might even request that he or she 
use simple, everyday analogies when 
explaining a technical health subject. 

And in this for example, I would want 
to know what does a native-like HIV/
AIDS envelop protein mean? What is a 
Phase I Clinical trial, etc, etc.

But there are many more elements to 
consider when writing a journalistic story 
of any kind, leave alone a health subject. 
This includes the importance of using 
active as opposed to passive sentences, 
the use of powerful but relevant quotes 
etc, etc. 

However, the above basic steps have 
served me well over the years. 

Scientists at work: Language used by science journalists can attract or turn off readers especially when 
communicating a technical scientific subject such as the HIV/AIDS vaccine

The language 
usage matters a 
lot. The simpler the 
language the better 
the chance that you 
will capture and 
arrest the interest 
of your readers all 
through.  This is 
especially the case, 
when attempting 
to communicate a 
technically scientific 
subject - as HIV/
AIDS vaccine 
candidate trial 
certainly is.

Continued from Page 7
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T
he first AIDS case was 
reported in Kenya in 1984. 
It was scary that even the 
country leadership then 
denied the existence of 

the HIV virus. The National Aids and 
Sexually transmitted Infections Control 
Program (NASCOP) then the National 
Aids Committee was started in 1985 to 
respond to the new, strange incurable 
disease. It was associated with a lot of 
stigma, which fuelled a quick death to 
those infected. 

I remember the first burial of an 
AIDS-related patient I experienced, that 
of a girl from our village.  Let’s call her 
‘Muthoni.’ 

HIV Reporting: 
The journey of a thousand 

miles that never ends
By Ann Mikia I annmikia@gmail.com 

It was the scariest thing I had 
ever encountered. Life literally 
came to a standstill in the village.  
Small crowds of villagers could 
be seen hunched together a ‘safe’ 
distance from the grave discussing 
in hushed tones on the cause of 
girl’s death. It was said that she 
was living in Nairobi as a sex 
worker whose ways had led her to 
the infection. 

Muthoni’s burial attracted a lot of 
curious villagers; many didn’t even 
know what AIDS was. The body 
was wrapped in nylon paper and 
people were not allowed to get to 
the coffin to avoid infection. 

Indeed, funerals of people who 
succumbed to AIDS in the late 80s 
and early 90s were held like those 
of Ebola patients, with a lot of 
caution to contain infections. There 
was little knowledge on modes of 
transmission of the incurable virus. 
The chief, who is the voice of the 
government at the village level, was 
tasked with passing on information 
to the public in coded messages 
that they should desist from drinking 
from foreign gourds as the ‘maize 
was poisoned’ meaning that couples 
should only ‘zero graze’ and avoid 
‘one night stand’ to keep the 
incurable disease at bay.

Continued on Page 12
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It wasn’t any better even in hospitals 
like one that serves as the biggest 
referral, Kenyatta National Hospital. 
When one tested HIV positive, the 
doctor would toss the result papers 
at the patients asking them to go dig 
their grave as there was no known 
cure or means of mitigating the impact 
of the disease.

I remember twice, witnessing 
patients aboard the Kenya Bus Service 
(KBS) buses from the hospital to the 
Ambassador Bus Stop abandoned 
there as they were too weak to move 
on their own and there was no one 
willing to help them board vehicles to 
their destinations. It had become easy 
to tell or predict the patients who were 
HIV-positive as they looked emaciated. 
There were no counselling services 
neither had the Anti-retroviral drugs 
been discovered. Such patients would 
give up life as even relatives were 
helpless to support them. 

Stigma and being ostracized 
contributed to early deaths of AIDS 
patients. 

As a radio producer, I volunteered 
to educate the masses on the incurable 
disease. This was through a radio 
programme I started called ‘A Stitch 
in Time’ in the English Service of the 
Kenya Broadcasting Corporation. I 
would interview people living with 
HIV on their personal stories and get 
doctors to give expert advice. Initially it 
wasn’t easy to get Kenyans to interview 
because of the stigma associated with the 
disease. I would however use excerpts 
of courageous people like the Ugandan 
musician Philly Lutaaya who had 
recorded a documentary of his life living 
with HIV.  

Support groups made up of people 
living with HIV were started by people 
such as Joe Muriuki, the first Kenyan 
to go public about his HIV status. He 
started Kenya Aids Society (KAS). Another 
support group was The Association of 
People living with AIDS (TAPWAK) which 
was started by Rowlands Lenya. The 
groups, which attracted donor funding, 
acted as resource centres for people 
living with HIV. 

It was also easy to interview people in 
such organizations since they learnt 
the secret of accepting they would 
live longer if they came to terms 
with the fact that they had HIV. They 
also knew the benefits of a balanced 
diet and sought prompt treatment 
for opportunistic infections like 
tuberculosis which took advantage of 
the weak immune systems of infected 
people. 

HIV was associated with sexual 
immorality and sex workers and 
having multiple sex partners were 
blamed for the rise in infections of the 
virus. The church cast aspersions at 
its members infected with HIV since it 
was thought to only infect adulterers. 
It was not until senior religious people 
such as Bishop Biamugisha of Uganda 
went public that he had HIV that the 
faithful was forced to realise they 
too were not spared. This triggered 
response from the religious faithful 
leading to the formation of a support 
group, the Kenya Network of Religious 
People living with AIDS (KENERELA). 

The group played an important role in 
educating masses in places of worship 
and thus reduced stigma against  infected 
members of the religious congregations.

Other support groups formed in 
those early days of HIV included 
Kenya Network of Positive Teachers 
(KENEPOTE). This group, besides 
supporting teachers who sought their 
help when they tested HIV positive, also 
educated some of their students about 
living positively with the virus. Stigma 
was still very high. Many patients shared 
how their families had set aside for them 
utensils which could not be shared to 
avoid infecting other family members. 
One shared how the dad used to throw 
utensils she used in a pit latrine. This 
made infected people live in isolation 
and give up in life.

Counselling services were introduced 
in the late 90s though they encouraged 
on ABC which stood for Abstinence, 
Being faithful or use of Condoms to 
avoid infection. The fear of visiting the 
standalone Voluntary Counselling and 
Testing centres was real. 

People feared being seen in such 
places as it meant they had exposed 
themselves to risky sexual behaviour. 
Counselling and testing for HIV had 
to be integrated with other services in 
health facilities. This was especially after 
findings that Anti-retroviral drugs (ARVs) 
built immunity and one could lead a 
healthy and normal life.

The ARVs stop multiplication of the virus 
in the body. ARVs are not a silver bullet so 
people taking them are still encouraged 
to use a condom to prevent re-infection 
with other strains of the virus. 

There are great strides made to deal 
with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS. 
Education on modes of transmission 
and how it cannot be passed on and 
counselling on how one can manage 
it by accepting they have it, taking a 
balanced diet and ARVs are some of the 
efforts that have born fruits. Today, 1.6 
million Kenyans are on ARVs. according 
to National Aids & STI Control Program 
(NASCOP). Prevention of mother to 
child transmission of the virus during 
pregnancy has worked remarkably well. 

I cannot help but marvel at these 
milestones. As a witness of the evolution 
of HIV, it feels like waking up from 
a dream. The fact that one is spoilt 
for choice in selecting the option that 
suits them to prevent HIV is a great 
achievement. Introduction of Pre-exposure 
Prophylaxis (PrEP) to discordant couples 
where one is infected with HIV while 
the other one is not has reduced the 
risk of further infection. Couples are no 
longer discouraged from getting married 
to a HIV infected spouse. Given to an 
infected person, PrEP is also being given 
to vulnerable groups, including young 
women, sex workers and men who have 
sex with men.

Now I can hardly believe that with this 
grim history, today people especially 
young ones, have a choice on which 
mode of protection to use including the 
vaginal ring. 

During the now famous science cafes, 
journalists and indeed members of the 
public, have now come to learn from 
researchers what they go through to 
conduct the studies. In a reference to the 
latest tools being used to fight the disease, 

Mr Arthur Ogendo of KEMRI Kisumu 
had this to say recently, “As researchers, 
we are encouraging maximum risk 
reduction approaches to prevent the 
spread of HIV virus. He acknowledged 
that reporting on ‘key populations’ 
is still a major challenge for science 
journalists and urged them to do 
qualitative stories on this topic. He 
urged MESHA to ensure that journalists 
constantly undergo training on how to 
report HIV, even the most experienced 
ones. 

Dr. Dismas Oketch, also from Kenya 
Medical Research Institute (KEMRI), 
Kisumu, acknowledges that already the 
ongoing Antibody Mediated Prevention 
(AMP) study had accommodated the 
group. The AMP study is expected to 
be complete in less than five years 
and it has enrolled a total of 1900 
participants across Africa.

My goodness, today, the world 
speaks of the Dapivirine ring whose 
clinical trials will compare the safety 
profiles of oral Truvada and dapivirine 
(DPV) vaginal ring (VR). The purpose 
of this study is to evaluate the maternal 
and infant safety of the dapivirine (DPV) 
vaginal ring (VR) and daily oral Truvada 
in HIV-uninfected pregnant women and 
their infants. “It is a new tool for young 
girls/women that will influence policy 
on HIV prevention,” says Dr Eunice 
Ouma of KEMRI, Kisumu.

As a journalist who has reported on 
HIV ever since the disease was reported 
in Kenya, It feels like the journey has 
not ended and will certainly not end 
in the near future – this journey of a 
thousand miles seems not to be ending 
soon.

Reporting on health: A good journalist must dedicate time and resources so as to stay with the story

Through science cafes 
organized by MESHA and 
AVAC, journalists have 
learnt from researchers 
what they go through to 
do conduct the studies.

Continued from Page 11



S C I E N C E   sayans iI  S C I E N C E   sayans i14 15S C I E N C E   sayans iI  S C I E N C E   sayans i14 15

Opinion: Kenya needs 
renewable energy not coal

NO WAY: Anti coal campaigners from Lamu and Kitui march to the Ministry of Energy and the Chinese Embassy to 
express their disgust over the coal project in the two towns

F
ossil fuel combustion and 
especially the burning of 
coal produces greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, 
leading to human induced 

climate change. Studies indicate that the 
global average surface temperature is 
projected to rise over the 21st Century 
and is likely to surpass 3 degrees 
Celsius. Rise in global temperature is 
already causing challenges to various 
societies. A further rise will spell doom 
to the already affected communities. 
According to the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, 
global temperature rise is posing huge 
impacts on rainfall patterns affecting 
water and food security. 

enough current capacity and potential 
for renewable energy generation to not 
only meet current electricity demands, but 
also to meet and exceed the projected 
demands through 2030. 

Because of its high carbon content, 
coal emits more carbon dioxide than 
any other fossil fuel when burned. It 
makes sense then that coal combustion 
is the number one contributor of human 
caused carbon dioxide increase in the 
atmosphere. Worse still, coal mining 
produces methane, a greenhouse gas 
with a global warming potential 25 times 
greater than that of carbon dioxide. Coal 
is the most polluting energy source on the 
planet emitting more than 60 different 
hazardous air pollutants. The coal 
industry stands in the way for a safe and 
healthy future for all of us. It threatens 
our most basic needs from the air we 
breathe, the water we drink and from a 
safe environment we all seek shelter. 

The Kenyan government must face 
the truth that we are no longer in the 
business of managing carbon pollution. 
Emissions must be phased out. 

This means dropping its plans to 
invest in coal and focus on renewable 
energy. Politicians keep talking about 
the seriousness of the climate crisis, yet 
the same politicians continue allocating 
taxpayers money to corporations seeking 
to develop coal in Kenya. It is sad that 
our leadership is not consistent with what 
they say and do. As a result, we remain 
stuck in exploring the old, expensive, dirty 
and dangerous energy sources such as 
coal as the whole world moves to cleaner 
and renewable energy systems. 

Investing in fossil fuel projects like coal 
mines locks countries into coal energy 
dependency for decades. The adoption 
of cleaner energy supply options such 
as solar, wind and geothermal means, 
Kenya will avoid a high carbon lock-in 
that other countries have experienced 
in their economic growth pathway. 
In addition, this will enable Kenya to 
contribute to limiting temperature rises 
above 2 degree Celsius that threaten 
lives of its citizens and ensure that Kenya 
attains energy security for its prosperity 
and future.

 Renewable energy options provide Kenya 
with an adequate energy mix to meet 
its current and future energy demands 
securely and less costly. 

The country offers rich resources for 
sustainable electricity generation. It has 
a significant amount of annual sunlight 
hours with a high irradiation. Despite 
Kenya having high insolation rates, the 
percentage contribution of solar energy 
to the total energy mix is insignificant 
(less than 1%). The potential for wind 
energy is proven to be viable in various 
regions including Marsabit, Turkana, 
Ngong and the Coastal region that can 
support commercial electricity generation.  
Kenya is endowed with enormous 
geothermal resources which are mainly 
located around volcanic centres within 
the rift valley. The unexploited geothermal 
power potential is estimated to be in the 
range of 4000–8000 MW.

The Ministry of Energy has conducted 
surface scientific studies in Suswa, 
Longonot, Eburru, Menengai, Arus and 
Bogoria, Lake Baringo area, Korosi and 
Chepchuk, and Paka. 

Not  in our 
country: A 
delegation is 
blocked by police 
officers during 
a demo against 
plans to build 
East Africa’s first 
coal fired power 
plant

Environment Environment

By Amos Wemanya I nafrica@greenpeace.org

Societies that largely depend on natural 
resources are affected the most. Efforts 
to limit the global temperature increase 
to 1.5 degrees Celsius will mean urgent 
end to the fossil fuels era. Progressive 
governments are already ahead of the 
game in phasing out fossil fuels and 
phasing in renewable energy. Some have 
adopted targets and plans for their power 
systems to reach 100% renewable energy 
as early as 2020. 

Kenya might have contributed the 
least to global climate change. However, 
despite its low emissions, Kenya is 
one of the countries’ most vulnerable 
to the climate crisis. It remains highly 
dependent on low-productivity 
agriculture for food, income, 

and employment. Temperature rise even 
if limited to 2 degree Celsius, increases 
the risk of droughts and flooding in 
Kenya. 

Kenyans know the challenges of 
droughts and floods. In recent years 
Kenyans have battled the worst and 
devastating drought and flooding 
events.  At a global warming of 1.5 
degrees Celsius, projections indicate 
that the amount of dry days in countries 
like Kenya would increase per year. 
Therefore, the transition to clean 
renewable energy needs to happen 
much faster. 

The Kenyan government’s proposal 
for a coal power plant in Lamu is 
strange because Kenya has more than 
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B
reeders in Kenya 
plan to replace rice 
varieties that farmers 
have been using 
for the last three 

decades. 
Dr John Kimani, a rice breeder 

and the Mwea Centre Director at 
the Kenya Agriculture and Livestock 
Research Organisation says some 
rice varieties were developed 32 
years ago, yet farmers are still 
using them to date. 

Some of the rice varieties in 
earmarked  for replacement are 
ITA 310, BW 196, IR 2793-80-1, 
Basmati 217 and Basmati 370. 

Replacing old rice varieties   

By Agatha Ngotho I angotho@gmail.com

He said the continued use of old 
varieties could be blamed for the 
drop in production over the years. The 
national rice production is currently at 
150,000 metric tonnes against an annual 
consumption of 650,000 metric tonnes.

Dr Kimani said rice is an important crop 
in Kenya and it is one of the main focus 
crops under the government’s Big Four 
Agenda on food and nutrition security. 
Other crops include maize, potatoes, 
sorghum, millet, cassava, sugar and 
cotton. 

Rice is mainly produced by small-scale 
farmers in Mwea in Central, Bunyala in 
Western, Tana Delta at the Coast and 

Ahero, West Kano, Migori and Kuria in 
the Nyanza province. About 300,000 
rice farmers provide labour and also 
earn their livelihood from producing 
the crop. 

Dr Kimani said KALRO, in 
partnership with the Korean 
Government, are developing high 
yielding rice varieties through 
introgression of high yielding traits 
from Korean germplasm to the local 
varieties. 

“We are currently developing product 
profiles so that we understand why 
farmers and consumers have been 
clinging to these varieties for many 
years. This will help to ensure that 
the new varieties that will replace the 
old ones have those traits that are 
preferred by farmers and consumers,” 
he explained.   

A rice field: Top agricultural research body expert says farmers still plant some
 rice varieties which were developed 32 years ago

Environment 

Preliminary results indicate significant 
potential estimated at 200 MW in 
Longonot, 200 MW in Suswa, and 720 
MW in Menengai. Six exploratory wells 
were drilled at Eburru and analysis show 
that it can sustain 2.5 MW of electric 
power. Other high potential areas 
earmarked for further exploration work 
include Emurauan-gogolak, Barrier 
volcanoes, Namarunu volcanic field, 
and Badlands Volcanic field and Lake 
Magadi geothermal area in the South, 
among others. 

We were the first country in Sub-
Sahara Africa to exploit geothermal 
based power on a significant scale. 
Geothermal power has been identified 
as the least cost source of energy in 
Kenya. The Kenyan government needs to 
put a lot of focus to facilitate geothermal 
development instead of exploring energy 
sources that are outdated and are 
quickly becoming obsolete.  

The country needs to adopt 
renewable energy supply technologies 
such as geothermal, solar and wind 
and avoid the dirty, highly-polluting 
call to explore coal mining. This 
move will help the nation broaden 
its energy access to the rural off grid 
populations through decentralised 
energy production and distribution. 
Increased access to energy services by 
the off grid population has the potential 
of stimulating cottage industries that are 
key to improving Kenya’s economy and 
eliminating poverty. 

Renewable energy sources offers a 
great opportunity to achieve universal 
access to electricity for all by 2022.  
The good news is that over the past 
years, the cost of providing electricity 
through renewable energy sources has 
considerably declined and is becoming 
competitive. 

It is no surprise that energy 
innovators and entrepreneurs 
have been seeking entry points 
into our off-grid renewable energy 
sector. The emerging trends in 
the renewable energy prices and 
increasingly improved developments 
in renewable energy technologies 
offers a great opportunity for Kenya 
to be more creative and innovative 
when increasing access to clean, 
affordable and reliable energy for its 
citizens. The future provides Kenya 
with pronounced opportunities 
to see a lot of exciting renewable 
energy projects realization.

The author is a Greenpeace 
Africa Campaigner

Coal: Kenya has been asked to stop promoting use of coal and instead invest in renewable energy

Agriculture
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R
ice consumers in Kenya prefer 
the aromatic basmati rice which 
also has superior cooking 
qualities compared to other local 
and imported varieties.

But according to scientists, the aromatic 
scent in your favorite dish of rice has no 
nutritional value. Kayode Sanni, who heads 
the rice project at the African Agricultural 
Technology Foundation, says this is just a 
marketing trait.

“The aroma is a demand driven trait 
even if it does not have nutritional value. 
We are however developing new hybrid 
rice varieties that have some of the 
preferred traits including the aromatic, 
slender and long grains,” he said.

John Kimani, a rice breeder from the 
Kenya Agriculture and Livestock Research 
Organisation says more Kenyans are 
consuming rice unlike maize, hence the 
need to breed more hybrid varieties. 

He said the national rice production is at 
150,000 metric tonnes against an annual 
consumption rate of 650,000 metric 
tonnes. 

“The country’s consumption rate is 
growing at 13 per cent while production 
growth is at 3.7 per cent. The consumption 
growth rate is attributed to change in 
lifestyle, urbanization and also because 
rice is easy to prepare unlike maize,” Dr 
Kimani said.

The rice breeder said Kenya has a rice 
deficit of 500,000 metric tonnes and that 
75 percent of rice consumed in the country 
is imported from India and Pakistan. Kenya 
spends about KSh92 billion to import rice 
annually.  

“I have been depending on my family for 
labour to carry out various farm activities 
partly to reduce on production costs and partly 
because it is available on demand during labour 
peaks,” she said.

Sanni said the new hybrids will see small-
scale rice farmers in Kenya have access to 
quality rice seeds that will boost their production.

“The promotion of rice production will 
improve food security, increase smallholder 
farmers’ income, contribute to employment 
creation in rural areas, and help reduce the rice 
import bill,” said Sanni.

AATF is also working with other partners in 
developing hybrid rice, with significant yield 
advantage over the current exhausted seeds in 
Kenya.

He explained that the partnership is 
developing hybrid rice germplasm that is 
adapted to African conditions using the two-line 
rice hybrid system technology, which uses only 
two-breeding lines to produce hybrids.

Do Kenyans 
consume more rice 

than maize?

According to the United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organisation, 
there has been a dramatic increase 
in total rice imports into East and 
Southern Africa.

Dr Kimani said breeders target 
increasing production to 408,000 
metric tonnes by 2022. Kenya has a 
potential of about 540,000 ha under 
irrigation and one million ha under 
rain fed production.

“With improved water harvesting, 
storage, underground water 
resource utilization and innovative 
management technologies, the current 
irrigation potential can be increased 
by a further 800,000 ha to 1.3m ha,” 
the rice breeder said.

The hybrid rice is currently 
undergoing National Performance 
Trials at Mwea, Hola, Malindi, Ahero 
and Bondo in Kisumu.

The new hybrid rice developed by 
the African Agricultural Technology 
Foundation (AATF) has significant 
yield advantage, which is expected to 
enhance food security and improve 
farmer’s livelihoods.

Sanni said that about five hybrid 
varieties have been released to 
companies for seed multiplication but 
some farmers in Mwea have planted 
one of the varieties for the current 
cropping season.

“We are in the process of licensing 
companies that will do seed 
multiplication and later release them 
to farmers,” he said.

Eunice Wakiaga, has been a rice farmer 
for 30 years and is growing the hybrid 
varieties at Unit H18 in Mwea, Kirinyaga 
County in Central Kenya.

She said during a field visit to rice 
farmers in Mwea that she is expecting to 
harvest at least 40 50-kilogramme bags 
from her one-acre farm.  

“I harvested 20 to 25 bags of rice 
from the old varieties I was using but this 
season, I am expecting a better harvest. I 
have also used less seeds when planting 
the new hybrids unlike the other varieties. 
I used to plant 25 kilos of seeds in the 
same area but this season I only used 
eight. This is very cost effective for me 
and I get to save money from seeds,” she 
said. 

Wakiaga said the migration of young 
energetic people to urban centers has also 
rendered labour on farms unavailable and 
expensive.

“We are also developing an 
information technology tool to predict 
temperature regimes and manage 
the hybrid rice production risk. In 
addition, we are also establishing 
and training a network of researchers 
and seed production specialists. The 
project will develop and distribute 
hybrids and hybrid parental lines for 
use by smallholder farmers in selected 
African countries,” Sanni said.

Major constraints
Benard Gitare, a rice farmer from 

Mwea said most Kenyans living in the 
rural areas consume limited quantities 
of rice, but it forms an important part of 
the diet for majority of urban dwellers.

Gitare said constraints and 
challenges of growing rice vary with 
production, cropping and farming 
systems across the country.

“Like the rest of the world, the trend of 
rice cultivation is going towards upland rice 
production where water use efficiency and 
conservation is emphasized. The kind of 
infrastructure which goes with six paddy rice 
production is expensive to most small holder 
farmers,” he said.

Sanni noted that mechanization and 
provision of appropriate technologies 
suitable for farmers would promote rice 
production.

“Investment in processing, branding and 
marketing activities in rural rice growing 
areas would create employment opportunities 
to curb rural to urban migration by the 
youth,” he said.

Research and extension services have also 
been affected by the liberalization of the rice 
irrigation schemes.

This, according to Sanni, resulted in loss 
of genetic purity, poor agronomic practices, 
low production and inadequate credit 
services due to limited Public-Private Sector 
partnerships. The high cost of farm inputs 
and machinery is a disincentive in increase of 
rice productivity.

In irrigated areas, he said, the main 
challenge is supply of adequate water, 
development and rehabilitation of irrigation 
infrastructure. 

“Provision of health care services and 
land ownership rights and environmental 
concerns need to be addressed. In rain-fed 
lowland areas the main challenge is erratic 
rainfall, inadequate skills for both farmers 
and extension staff and, infrastructure 
development including processing mills and 
road networks,” the researcher said. 

“In both regions, provision of high quality 
seed, technologies development and transfer, 
strengthening of farmer organizations 
and management structures will need to 
be addressed. Low soil fertility, diseases 
especially blast and pests such as Quelea 
birds and rodents are also a problem.” 

The release of the 15 new hybrid varieties 
will help the country boost production of rice, 
the country’s second staple food after maize. 

The new hybrid varieties, are said to do 
well under irrigation as well as under rain-fed 
agriculture, will be released to farmers after 
the Kenya Plant Health Inspectorate Service 
gives them a green light, with most of them 
expected to be with the farmers by 2020. 

By Agatha Ngotho I angotho@gmail.com

Matters rice: Professor Bancy of JKUAT University fields questions to journalists on rice farming in central Kenya
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T
he approval of BT Cowpea for 
eventual commercial cultivation 
in Nigeria, has been described 
as “a development that answers 
the important issue of the 

production, availability and accessibility 
of quality seeds in the Seed Value Chain, 
which includes scientists, researchers, 
famers and industry.” 

In an interview, the President of the 
National Seed Traders Association of 
Ghana (NSTAG), Thomas Havor said, 
“The availability of quality seeds is crucial 
because, the seed – ‘as in certified breeder 
and foundational seeds,’ is the starting 
point in effective agriculture, which is a 
precondition for food security.”

He explained that BT cowpea has been 
developed to specifically resist the “Maruca” 
pest, which destroys yields by boring 
pods. Mr. Havor added: “This has become 
possible because of the scientific tool of 
biotechnology, which has a critical role to 
play in the development of quality seeds.” 

Approval of Bt Cowpea in Nigeria: 
Lessons for Ghana 

Touching on the situation of quality 
seeds in Ghana, he noted that “insufficient 
quality seeds for farmers to cultivate is what 
has been undermining the country’s food 
security status,” and supported his assertion 
with statistics that pointed to the seed 
sector’s poor performance over the years.  

From 2010 to 2016 seed production 
for the six major food crops namely: 
maize, rice, cowpea, sorghum, groundnut 
and soyabean dwindled significantly. 
For instance, while, the total national 
seed requirement for maize has been 
22,500 metric tonnes, in 2010 the country 
produced just 4,243 metric tonnes and 
production dropped further in 2016 and 
the county was able to produce only 
1,682.2 metric tonnes of maize. 

In 2017, seed production began to 
pick up for all major crops and maize, for 
example, went up to 4,454 metric tonnes 
and in 2018 production increased to 
8425, almost doubling that of the previous 
year. 

Mr. Havor attributed this 
development to the Planting for 
Food and Jobs Initiative, but said, 
“despite this increase, there is 
huge room for improvement as 
this increase is still way below the 
national requirement.” 

He blamed the low production of 
quality breeder and foundational 
seeds on insufficient breeder seeds 
from researchers, which he said 
was “because institutions like the 
Grains and Legumes Development 
Board are severely under resourced, 
with weak linkage among the 
actors and limited infrastructure for 
haulage, processing, storage and 
packaging.” Additionally, “There is 
also a high level of contamination 
of seeds, low promotion and 
publicity of seeds produced, and 
lack of low interest rate credit 
facilities for farmers,” Mr. Havor 
said.

He observed that the situation 
was further compounded by factors 
including socio-economic and 
climate issues. “Mass urbanization 
has completely taken over urban 
farm lands, which served as the 
bread basket for major cities like 
Accra; too much spraying of crops 
with chemicals to destroy pests and 
diseases, and climate change effects 
such as erratic rainfall and droughts 
as well as invasive alien pests.”

Mr. Havor said these reasons 
have made the need to use 
biotechnology in agriculture more 
urgent now than ever before. 
“We need seeds that are robust 
and can withstand the impacts 
of these problems, adding, “for 
instance, now, we need crops that 
are diseases and pests resistant, 
drought tolerant and with the 
potential for very high yields per 
small land acreages.”  

Agriculture

By Ama Kudom-Agyemang I kudomagyemang@gmail.com

Thomas Havor, President of the National Seed Trade
Association of Ghana (NSTAG)

S
eed companies will have 
to apply to the National 
Seed Authorities (NSAs) 
in line with normal 
seed certification for the 

COMESA seed labels, according to 
new rules released by the regional 
economic bloc at a workshop on 
seed labels held in April 2019. 

However, seed certification shall 
focus on the COMESA Seed Trade 
Harmonized Regulations Standards 
of 2014 in making the applications. 
In line with the COMESA Standards, 
a seed company shall then apply 
on-line for the COMESA Seed labels 
after approval from NSAs.

The approved form from NSA will 
contain – number of seed labels with 
allocated serial numbers and shall 
be viewed on line. 

ACTESA/COMESA shall then order 
printing and production of COMESA 
Seed labels to the Printing Firm after 
approval from the NSAs. 

The pre-printed COMESA Seed labels 
with running numbers shall enable seed 
companies to print seed lot-specific 
information in a proper and systematic 
manner for their seed trade using the 
COMESA Seed System.

“The appointed printing firm shall 
then produce, print and distribute 
COMESA Seed labels directly to the 
seed companies or through ACTESA/
COMESA to them,” said Dr John 
Mukuka of ACTESA.

“The COMESA Regional Certificates 
shall be distributed to NSAs for issuance 
to seed companies accompanying the 
COMESA Seed Lots,” he added.

COMESA Variety Catalogue is on-line 
with 58 varieties regionally released. The 
COMESA Variety Catalogue shall significantly 
reduce both the time and expense of 
releasing varieties in multiple countries, thus 
increasing regional seed market potential 
and attractiveness to investors and thus seed 
supply for farmers. 

Meeting under the auspices of COMSHIP,  
the more than 270 delegates were trained 
from 13 COMESA Member States, namely 
Burundi, Djibouti, D.R Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Rwanda, 
Swaziland, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.  
The training aimed at equipping the delegates 
with the practical arrangement for the use 
of the COMESA label for cross border seed 
trade

The delegates were representatives from 
seed companies having varieties registered in 
the COMESA Variety Catalog, National Seed 
Trade Associations (NSTAs) and National Seed 
Authorities (NSAs). 

How seed companies can get 
COMESA seed labels 

By Aghan Daniel I aghandan09@gmail.com

Seed labels: Seed companies to apply on-line for labels after approval from National Seed Authorities

Agriculture

Continued on Page 22
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He was confident of Ghana’s potential 
to produce abundant quality seeds for 
both national use and export to other 
countries in the sub-region, especially 
where conflicts and natural disasters have 
destroyed the seed base. “This is possible,” 
he said, “because Ghana already has 
in place relevant policies like the Ghana 
Seed Policy, which seeks to streamline the 
seed sector and make provision for the 
use of biotechnology to address issues 
of low yields, climate impacts, diseases 
and pests among other things to promote 
agriculture.”

Mr. Havor, commended Nigeria 
for making significant progress in the 
development of the BT cowpea to alleviate 
the suffering of farmers, saying, “It will 
sustain the production of this very important 
food security crop across the sub-region.” 
He was happy with Ghana’s progress in BT 
cowpea and said, “It will revive the hope of 
farmers like me who cultivate cowpea.”

Mr. Havor hinted that NSTAG was 
collaborating with key national stakeholders 
to build a vibrant seed industry in Ghana 
along government established policies, and 
further develop the capacity of members 
to produce quality seeds and promote 
their use. NSTAG is also in the process of 
developing a Directory of Certified Seed 
Producers in Ghana aimed at cleaning 
up the seed sector, and will contain a 
catalogue of crop varieties released over 
the years. 

A research scientist with the Biotechnology 
Nuclear Agricultural Research Institute 
(BNARI) of the Ghana Atomic Energy 
Commission (GAEC), Daniel Osei Ofosu 
thinks “the approval of BT Cowpea by 
Nigeria means Ghanaian farmers will 
lose out on this huge market.” But he also 
believed that “all is not lost as the country 
is in the advanced stages of introducing the 
same trait in the Nigerian cowpea in farmer 
preferred varieties in Ghana.”

Mr. Ofosu agreed with Mr. Havor on the 
need to clean up and strengthen Ghana’s 
seed sector, saying, “looking ahead, our 
seed sector will need to be strengthened, 
so that fake seeds are not sold to farmers 
when the improved seeds become 
available.”

A Senior Advisor to the Ghana 
Program for Biosafety Systems (PBS), 
Prof. Walter Alhassan says what 
has happened in Nigeria is going 
to simplify the approval process for 
Ghana, because it is the same event 
and type of cowpea that has been 
assessed and approved. 

In an interview, he said people 
should not be worried that once 
Nigeria releases the BT Cowpea, it 
will spread to their countries through 
regional trade, “because by that time 
the product will have gone through 
all the necessary safety checks.” But, 

Prof. Alhassan pointed out that “for 
this to happen, the Biosafety Laws for 
West Africa that have been pending 
for the past 10 years, will first have 
to be harmonized.” 

In regard to Ghana’s BT cowpea, 
Prof. Alhassan said once the 
National Biosafety Authority (NBA), 
receives and processes applications 
for its commercial release, “the 
NBA’s immediate focus will be on 
production of quality seeds by the 
research instructions and private 
seed growers, in addition to training 
farmers to properly manage the new 
crop varieties. 

The Director of Crop Services at the 
Ministry of Food and Agriculture, 

Osei Akoto, who also spoke on 
the issue in an interview said, “Since 
the Biosafety Act is in place and 
the National Biosafety Authority 
is functioning, the process for 
developing and trading in GMOs 
will be streamlined and handled 
appropriately.”

The Principal Programme Officer 
of the African Biosafety Network of 
Expertise (ABNE) of the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), 
Samuel Timpo sees the development 
in Nigeria as a signal for Ghana 
to beginning answering questions 
such as: “how will major national 
research institutions like the CSIR 
position themselves to be producers of 
quality and quantity breeder seeds for 
Ghanaian farmers, so that Ghana will 
be in-charge her own seed sector?”

Cowpea or “black eye beans” is 
considered the most important food 
grain legume in sub-Saharan Africa, 
and a major source of protein, iron 
and fibre. The crop is also a source 
of quality fodder for livestock, and is 
grown on over 12.5 million hectares 
and provides cash income for families. 
However, cowpea production faces 
lots of challenges such as infestation 
by the insect pod bearer, which alone 
causes yield losses as high as 80 %, 
ineffectiveness of spraying, low per 
hectare yields, and poor agronomic 
practices.

To effectively address these 
challenges, the PBR Cowpea Project 
was initiated to develop and distribute 
to farmers preferred and locally 
adapted pod borer resistant cowpea 
varieties in sub-Saharan Africa.” 
The project was started in Purdue 
University, Indiana, USA, in 1997, and 
subsequently, the African Agricultural 
Technology Foundation (AATF) obtained 
the technology royalty free. This means 
even though farmers will of necessity 
have to purchase seeds for each round 
of cultivation, they will do so from a 
nationally generated seed stock.

Cowpea or “black 
eye beans” is 
considered the most 
important food 
grain legume in sub-
Saharan Africa, and 
a major source of 
protein, iron and fiber. 
The crop is also a 
good source of quality 
fodder for livestock, 
and is grown on over 
12.5 million hectares 
and provides cash 
income for families.
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Dear AFSTA Members, 

Celebration of  a life well lived

AFSTA Secretariat

The STAK Congress will be held on the 7th – 8th

This year’s theme is “Facilitating business in Quality Seed through technological innovation and an 
enabling environment” and in line with the theme which is seed business in nature, the sessions will 
cover issues ranging from Policy framework as an enabler to seed business; Agricultural productivity 
and Market access; Partnerships, Use of innovations and Ease of doing business. 

The congress is expected to attract over 300 delegates involved in the seed industry including govern-

machinery suppliers, agro dealers, farmers and media. Congress sessions will focus on; seed policy frame-
work as an enabler to seed business; agricultural productivity and market access; partnership, use of in-
novations and ease of doing business etc. 

For more details contact:

Mr. Duncan Ochieng’ Onduu, 

Seed Trade Association of Kenya | P.O. BOX 2581–00202, Nairobi - Kenya

M: +254 733 704 700 | O: +254 020 2587162

Email: duncan.onduu@stak.or.ke                                            

Website: www.stak.or.ke               

SEED TRADE OF ASSOCIATION OF KENYA (STAK) CONGRESS 2018
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A
ll that Kenyans, wherever 
they are, need to do to 
know the weather in their 
neighbourhood, is to grab 
their phones and at the 

click of a button, see current conditions, 
such as temperature, humidity, wind 
speed and direction, among others, to 
make useful decisions on whether to 
plant their seeds or hold on. 

The information, packaged by 
the Kenya Agricultural and Livestock 
Research Organisation (KALRO) is set to 
revolutionize how seed production and 
farming is done in the country. 

Recognizing that proper planning based on up-to-date climate 
information could minimize negative impact of climate change on people’s 
livelihoods and economy, the platform has a section on weather. This, is 
hoped will provide accurate and decision-relevant climate information 
which is critical to plan and hence minimize negative impact of climate 
variability.

Through the Kenya Agricultural Observatory Platform, as it is called, 
KALRO has made available real-time and historical records of all relevant 
weather variables including short-term weather forecasts. Besides, there 
is ready agronomic advisory which allows farmers access to the right 
information to monitor and predict the current situation and get them ahead 
of the game.

Another key information available at the online site http://kaop.co.ke/, 
include agricultural insights as the research institution’s systems provide 
actionable information and predictions that help farmers make better 
decisions.

By Aghan Daniel I I aghandan09@gmail.com

Inside Kenya’s weather 
forecasting platform

Farmers will be the greatest beneficiaries of KALRO’s weather forecasts platform.

PICTURE sPEAK

The National Science Week 2019

An exhibitor displays a school kit app which enables children 
to learn on their own (digital literacy). The app comes with 
various options including games, calculators etc. It can also 
monitor what the child did when the parent/guardian was 
away.

An exhibitor from Meru University, Eastern Kenya, holds a 
phone app dubbed smart farm for detecting crop diseases. 
Once you take a photo of a fruit or plant leaf using the 
camera of your phone, the app will automatically detect 
the diseases and give out symptoms and recommended 
treatment. This app was made by engineering students from 
the institution.

A solar powered hand washing machine for hot water: The 
gadget has been made to replace the cold water hand washing 
machines majorly used in schools. It purely uses solar energy.

Irrigation made easy: Simple water pumping machine for 
irrigation using solar power

Innovation: An exhibitor at the 8th National Science Week 
whose theme was Science, Technology and Innovation: 
Building Partnerships, Transforming Society. The event was 
held from August 5 to 9, 2019 in Nairobi

Showing what we do: Another exhibitor at the 8th National 
Science Week whose objective was to provide a forum to 
showcase and engage stakeholders in research, science, 
technology and innovation (RST&I) as a contribution towards 
building partnerships and transforming society



S C I E N C E   sayans iI  S C I E N C E   sayans i26 27S C I E N C E   sayans iI  S C I E N C E   sayans i26 27

Kenya plants demo of insect-
resistant GMO maize

K
enyan scientists have 
planted demonstration 
plots in the country’s 
eastern and western 
regions to showcase the 

performance of genetically modified 
(GM) maize varieties in combating 
insect pests compared to their 
conventional counterparts.

Experts say the demonstrations, 
which feature TELA maize varieties 
bred with the  insect-resistant trait, 
will help create awareness and share 
information on the potential of GM 
technology. The maize fields will 
also allow policymakers and farmers 
to see for themselves how GM and 
conventional crop varieties perform 
under the same conditions.

Though it primarily targets the stem 
borer pest, TELA maize has shown 
partial resistance to the devastating fall 
armyworm.

“Farmers who planted earlier this 
season in Bomet, in Kenyan’s Rift 
Valley, are uprooting the crop and 
planting afresh due to impacts of 
drought,” Karanja noted.

Farmers are also experiencing 
tremendous losses due to insect pests. 
A 2017 survey showed that Kenyan 
farmers lose 15 to 20 percent of their 
maize yields to stem borer alone, 
according to Karanja. The loss to fall 
armyworm is much higher, at 60 to 
100 percent.

“If you combine the two, farmers get 
almost nothing,” Karanja said. “There 
is an urgent need to approve GMOs. 
As a scientist, we develop these 
technologies knowing that they will be 
used by our parents. There is no way 
we can do a shoddy job. We are here 
for the goodwill of the country.”

Planting a GM crop in Kenya: Demonstrations will help create awareness 
on the potential of the technology

Scientists hope the demonstrations 
will help demystify biotechnology and 
encourage lawmakers to lift Kenya’s GM 
crop ban, which prevents farmers from 
accessing the improved seeds.

Biotechnology has been proven and 
GM crops being grown by millions of 
farmers across the world, according 
to Dr. Stephen Mugo, regional 
representative for Africa and country 
representative for Kenya CIMMYT. 
“We would really like it to benefit the 
resource-poor farmers.”

The use of drought-tolerant and insect-
protected maize can increase productivity 
by 10 percent, or 4.6 million bags, every 
season in all maize growing areas, said 
James Karanja, project investigator of 
Kenya’s TELA Maize Project.

The varieties were planted in Kenya’s 
country’s KALRO-Kitale and KALRO-
Kiboko maize confined field trial 
locations. They are potential candidates 
for national performance trials (NPT), 
a process that’s already under way for 
pest-resistant GM cotton, Karanja said. 
The GM maize varieties were developed 
and tested under the Water Efficient Maize 
for Africa (WEMA) project, which bred 
both conventional and GM varieties, he 
explained.

In addition to drought-tolerance, the 
TELA maize also provides protection 
against insects through the addition of 
a gene from Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), a 
naturally occurring, soil-borne bacteria 
used for insect control in organic farming. 

Scientists are always looking for 
ways to control pests without damaging 
the environment, Mugo explained. 
Pesticides are the most frequently used 
method, but they’re expensive for 
smallholder farmers and can cause 
health hazards when they find their way 
into the soil and water. Growing insect-
resistant Bt crops greatly reduces the 
need for pesticides.

“The trial means a lot to us because 
it is our practical work, it is what 
we studied to help farmers and the 
agricultural value chain, as well as solve 
persistent agricultural challenges such 
as drought and pests,” said Maurice 
Omondi  a crop science student at the 
University of Nairobi. “Biotechnology is 
important to us because it gives us the 
impetus to get opportunities to do more 
trials for maize and other important 
crops for sustained agriculture.”

He stressed that GM crops are good 
for farmers because the technology 
will help them reduce the costs of 
controlling pests and persistent drought.

“I have been sponsored by the government 
to study crop science, a course whose 
research output cannot be used in my own 
country because of the ban on GMOs 
imports,” Omondi said. “It is ironical for 
the government to sponsor us to study 
biotechnology, yet it has banned GMO 
imports. If the ban on GMOs is lifted in 
the next two years, Kenya will be food 
independent.”

The TELA maize project is a public-private 
partnership that is working to commercialize 
drought-tolerant and insect-protected GM 
maize varieties to enhance food security in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Mugo said the crops 
will help resource-poor farmers in Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Uganda and Nigeria.

The TELA research builds on the progress 
made from a decade of breeding work under 
the WEMA project, which released over 70 
conventional hybrids that are already on the 
market.

This article has been revised to reflect 
that these are demonstration crops, not field 
trials, which were conducted previously.

By Verenardo Meeme I info@meshakenya.org

AgricultureAgriculture

https://allianceforscience.cornell.edu/blog/2019/06/kenya-plants-first-field-trials-drought-tolerant-insect-resistant-gmo-maize/

Cornell Alliance for Science

Photos by  Zeinab Wandati
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Technology Technology

D
elayed decision by 
African governments 
on whether to 
regulate new breeding 
techniques using 

existing laws or developing new ones is 
hampering research on gene editing, 
Kenyan biosafety experts have said.

Addressing a regulators’ forum, 
Dr Steve Runo of Kenyatta University 
(KU) and Mr. James Karanja of 
Kenya Agricultural and Livestock 
Organisation (KALRO) called on the 
government to issue clear guidelines 
from conceptualization all the way to 
commercialization of genome editing 
products.  

Which way for genome 
editing in Kenya?

By Aghan Daniel I aghandan09@gmail.com

Sowing time: Planting Bt cotton for National Performance Trials at a site in Kenya. Photo: Courtesy of ISAAA

The two researchers noted that 
a review of the current Biosafety 
Act may not be the way to go since 
genome editing does not involve 
addition of any DNA unlike 
genetically modified organisms. 

Dr Runo, said that his team at 
Kenyatta University is currently 
developing Sorghum varieties 
resistant to Striga using the 
CRISPR/Cas9 technique. The 
target genes are those responsible 
for signaling production of striga. 
Mutant lines will be selected and 
further developed for possible 
commercialization in Kenya. 

Mr. Karanja discussed the Maize 
Lethal Necrosis Disease (MLND) project, 
a collaborative project with Corteva 
AgriScience, which aims at developing 
maize varieties resistant to the disease. The 
South Rift region of Kenya, which is one 
of the grain basket regions of the country, 
is among the worst hit. The approach by 
MLND project is through genome editing 
and will target the gene responsible for 
susceptibility to the virus. 

Another researcher, Dr. Leena Tripathi, 
IITA discussed the two crop varieties under 
genome editing research i.e. banana and 
yam projects. The banana project is aimed 
at developing banana varieties resistant to 
banana streak virus. 

Initially the project used RNAi technology 
but after unsuccessful results a change 
of concept to genome editing was made. 
The yam project also employs genome 
editing and is aimed at developing virus 
resistant varieties.

New Breeding Techniques (NBTs) 
and Precision Breeding Techniques 
(PBTs) refer to the tools and methods 
used to develop new varieties more 
precisely and rapidly. Precision defines 
the technique’s accuracy. It is applicable 
in both plants and animals. They are 
broad tools among which gene editing 
is one. Plant breeding innovations are 
those specific to plants.

Mr Josphat Muchiri told the two-day 
workshop that in Kenya, genome editing 
techniques are currently regulated using 
similar approach of GMOs meaning 
that no guidelines specific to genome 
editing exist. Risk assessment, he said, 
follow the existing procedure for GMOs. 

He added that Contained Use 
Regulations, 2011 are being applied 
to make decisions on research projects 
under containment. 

 He pointed out that no advanced 
applications for genome editing 
technology have been received so 
far (right from confined field trials, 
environmental release, food or feed 
application). 

However, four applications on genome 
editing have been received by NBA since 
2015, out of which three have been 
approved with one pending. 

The applications so far received are 
Transformation of Banana for Resistance 
against Nanoviruses and Caulimoviruses 
and Aphid Vector by International 
Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) in 2015. 
The project aimed at producing banana 
resistant to Banana Streak Virus (BSV). 
Last year, the National Biosafety Authority 
approved the organisation’s application 
for contained use involving genome 
editing of yam.

Contained use application involving 
the development of vaccines for control of 
African Swine Fever Virus (ASFV) has also 
been approved by the NBA in 2018.

On pending application, Mr Muchiri 
mentioned contained use application for 
Grass pea modification for nutritional 
and agronomic traits to be undertaken 
by ILRI. The objective of this project is 
to establish a reliable transformation 
protocol to enable gene editing in Grass 
pea (Lathyrarus sativas) for enhanced 
nutritional and agronomic traits.

From a regulator’s standpoint, he said 
that three major challenges stand out 
which include how to regulate genome 
editing technology given that currently 
different countries regulate it differently. 

Yet how would they detect genome 
edited products that do not result into 
a GMO ie where no foreign DNA has 
been added. Finally, it would be hard 
to carry out labelling and traceability of 
such products while in the market.

Based on the need to improve 
agricultural productivity and increased 
knowledge of genomics, researchers 
have developed many new ways for 
breeding more productive, efficient 
plants using genome editing.

Regulators around the world have 
also been developing regulations to 
approve products developed using 
various genome editing techniques with 
the general agreement among many 
regulatory agencies is that “where no 
new DNA is introduced, end-product 
should not be considered genetically 
modified” 

However, the impact of the ruling 
of the EU Court of Justice in 2018 to 
regulate most products developed using 
genome editing as GMOs is still being 
evaluated globally.

The applications so far received 
are Transformation of Banana for 
Resistance against Nanoviruses 
and Caulimoviruses and Aphid 
Vector by International Livestock 
Research Institute (ILRI) in 2015

Crop farming: In Kenya, genome editing techniques are regulated using GMO laws
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Wildlife and Biodiversity Wildlife and Biodiversity

T
ourism drives 8.5 per cent 
of Africa’s economy and 80 
per cent of annual trips to 
the continent are for wildlife 
watching, yet Africa’s protected 

areas are underfunded by up to 10 
times, according to a working paper on 
the economics of nature-based tourism.

This degrades the continent’s unique 
diversities of wildlife and habitat, added 
the report. To maintain the continent’s 
surviving lions alone would cost $2 
billion more, according to the paper 
presented at the African continent’s first-
ever Wildlife Economy Summit being held 
at Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe.

Africa’s protected areas  may need 10 times more funds: Study
Nature-based tourism can bridge funding gap, highlights a 

report released at the ongoing Africa’s Wildlife Economy Summit

By Kiran Pandey I kiran@cseindia.org

But, there is an urgent need 
to identify sustainable funds  to 
maintain the natural landscapes 
that are not only driving Africa’s 
economy but also supporting the 
ecosystem services on which all life 
depends.

Nature-based tourism 
can fill the gap

Tourism leverages key assets 
of the rural landscapes, where 
majority of Africans live and which 
has the potential to fill the funding 
gap in the funds. It generates 40 
per cent more full-time jobs than 
agriculture, which also gets the 
same investment.

Nature-based tourism alone has 
the potential to create two times 
more jobs than the automotive, 
telecommunications and financial 
industries. It also provides 

This is when the number of 
international tourists to Africa is 
projected to jump to 134 million from 
62 million by 2030. The sector also 
generates 24 million jobs.

Wildlife is the biggest driver for 
Africa’s tourism growth as the continent’s 
8,400 protected areas generate $48 
billion in direct in-country expenditure, 
highlighted the report. So, nature-
based tourism offers a great financial 
opportunity for African governments, 
read the paper that focused on the 
financial benefits of nature-based 
tourism in Africa’s state protected areas 
for governments and businesses.

It listed habitat loss, 
overexploitation of natural resources, 
fragmentation or isolation as a 
result of human activity, including 
logging, agriculture and hunting as 
reasons that increasingly threaten the 
protected areas.

“Governments tend not to fund 
their State Protected Areas adequately 
because of competition for limited 
resources with immediate social 
needs like education and health, and 
because government bureaucracy 
tends to consider protected areas as 
environmental rather than economic 
assets,” read the report.

significantly more job opportunities to 
women compared to other sectors.

For every $1 of direct spending in 
protected areas, including park fees, 
lodge nights, activities booked at lodges/
camps and so on, additional $0.79 is 
spent in the local economy. In some 
countries this wider impact is far higher. 
For example for every $1 spent by a 
leisure tourist in Uganda, an additional 
$2.5 in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 
generated.

The Government of Rwanda 
established a tourism plan on 
recognising the potential of nature-
based tourism. As a result, the number 
of tourists visiting national parks 
increased by more than 93 times in 
two decades (1999-2019), according 
to the report. This boom provided jobs 
to 410,000 people, and brought 15 
per cent of revenue for community 
development around the national parks.

Costa Rica, a lesson for Africa
Costa Rica is an inspiration for other countries 

after it committed itself to a long-term national 
nature-based tourism plan, read the report citing 
a case study.

Today, despite accounting for only 0.03 per 
cent of Earth’s land area, it attracts 2.3 million 
tourists a year, generating $7.5 billion annually. 
Also, through its Forever Costa Rica initiative, the 
country secured long-term financing to maintain 
the protected area network.

Currently, very few of Africa’s protected 
areas are meeting their potential as engines for 
tourism growth. But the continent’s protected 
areas are national assets that can provide 
significant financial and social returns not only 
in the short term but for centuries to come, 
according to the paper. 

The author is Programme Director, 
Environment Resource Unit, Centre for 
Science and Environment, New Delhi

This article was first published by Down 
To Earth, June 2019 edition

https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/wildlife-biodiversity/africa-s-protected-areas-may-need-10-times-more-funds-study-65258
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Agriculture Agriculture

F
armers in Kenya will soon access help from 
their mobile phones in diagnosing and 
controlling diseases affecting their crops. 

This follows the development of a new 
smartphone application known as Smartfarm, 

which when farmers upload photos of affected plants, 
identifies the disease, outlines symptoms to expect and 
recommends treatment.

The application that has been developed by David 
Mbugua, an Engineering student at Meru University, 
is expected to significantly boost farmers’ fight against 
crop diseases that usually cause huge losses. Through it, 
farmers can identify and control diseases early to avert 
losses.

Mbugua, who spoke to Sayansi at Kenyatta 
International Convention Centre in Nairobi during 
the 2019 Exhibition Week hosted by the National 
Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation, 
said the application offers immediate diagnosis and 
can also direct farmers to the nearest Agrovet dealer to 
purchase the treatment regime.

The student said the easy-to-use app is expected 
to be available for downloading from mobile phone 
application stores by October this year. It will ride on 
growing internet penetration in the country, currently 
estimated at 46.8 million subscriptions, according to 
latest statistics from the Communication Commission 
of Kenya. The cost of internet bundles has also been 
dropping, with 40 megabytes of data costing only Ksh10.

According to the innovator, this application will offer 
relief to small-scale farmers who grapple with huge 
losses due to crop diseases. He added that the app 
will also bridge the gap left by absence of agricultural 
extension officers to advice farmers.

News of the impending application against crop 
diseases has excited farmers in Migori County. Joseph 
Otieno, a potato farmer, says the innovation will be a 
reprieve to many farmers, especially those in remote 
villages, who suffer a great deal from crop diseases, such 
as Maize Lethal Necrosis that have dented their yields.

Mr. Otieno noted that with 
inadequate extension services available 
to farmers, they have been left to 
battle with the disease using traditional 
knowledge and skills honed over the 
years.

“I have been farming for years but 
have never received assistance from 
extension officers. When diseases 
come, I battle it out by myself using the 
little common knowledge I have,” he 
explained.

Mr. Otieno said famers lose crops 
to diseases because of late detection. 
Therefore, using technology to help 
them detect diseases earlier will be 
a huge boost to many farmers who 
cannot access extension services easily.

Michael Mwita, a large-scale maize 
farmer from Kuria East Constituency 
said he has been getting low crop 
yields because of diseases, which can 
be prevented in case they are detected 
early. He said inability to identify crop 
diseases has cost him a lot of money, 
adding that there is need for the 
government to invest heavily in the fight 
against crop diseases.

Mobile App boosts farmers’ 
fight against crop diseases

By George Juma I jumageorge10@gmail.com 

According to Migori County Executive 
Committee Member (CEC) in charge 
of Agriculture, Livestock and Fisheries 
Management, Mr. Valentine Ogongo, 
shortage of extension officers is a 
countrywide crisis which should be 
handled immediately. He said many 
farmers are losing their crop to diseases 
because they cannot get timely extension 
services.

Mr. Ogongo however added that 
farmers need to adopt available digital 
platforms for identifying diseases as 
the government invests in manpower to 
offer extension services.

He said in Migori County, many 
farmers have already subscribed to the 
Digifarm mobile phone application 
provided by Safaricom which allows 
farmers to ask questions regarding plant 
diseases and get response which include 
the kind of drugs which they need to 
use to control the disease through their 
phones.

Besides the Digifarm application Mr. 
Ogongo said plant clinics stationed 
across the county have played a role in 
early detection of crop diseases. 

“In this case, the farmer carries a 
plant leaf to the clinics where experts 
use machines to detect diseases if any 
and advice the farmer on what to do to 
control the disease,” the Agriculture CEC 
explained.

The plant clinics were launched in 
Migori County on 28th March 2019 in 
collaboration with Self Help Africa and 
Centre for Agriculture and Bioscience 
International (CABI). Seven plant clinics 
have been established across the county 
to deal with diseases affecting crop 
production. The plant clinics stationed 
in Nyatike, Suna West, Suna East, Uriri, 
Kuria West and Kuria East sub-counties 
are spearheaded by 15 plants doctors who 
have been trained by CABI.

Mr. Ogongo said crop diseases are 
responsible for a drop in crop production 
in the county adding that plant clinics will 
help farmers get solutions.

The director of Self Help Group Africa 
in Kenya, Mrs. Rebecca Amukhoye said 
diseases cause 40 percent loss in crop 
production in Kenya hence there is need 
for farmers to take advantage of the clinics 
among other prevention measures for 
better production.

Transit passenger charged USD10,000 
for possessing ivory bangle

By Aghan Daniel I aghandan09@gmail.com

A 
French national Laazibi Amal, who pleaded guilty after 
being found with a bangle of ivory weighing 0.85g, was 
on August 16, 2019 fined Sh1 million (USD10,000) or 
serve 12 months imprisonment in default. The court 
allowed her to access the bank in the airport to get the 

fine or surrender to the court and along with her passport.
Amal was arrested while transiting through Jomo Kenyatta 

International Airport from France to Dzaoudzi Island last Thursday.
JKIA was the first in Africa to sign the United Buckingham Palace 

Declaration, an international initiative that commits players in 
the international transport supply chain to collaborate in the fight 
against wildlife trafficking.

Through a partnership between Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) 
and Kenya Airports Authority, JKIA, East Africa’s largest airport, 
is equipped with canine units trained to detect wildlife products in 
passenger baggage and cargo.

The country has heightened its surveillance across the country to 
ensure the endangered species don’t become extinct.

Kenya’s national elephant population is estimated to be 35,000 
having increased by 119 percent over a period of 30 years from 
16,000 elephants in 1989.

According to Paul Udoto, KWS Corporate Communication 
Manager, possession of such items encourages trade in ivory and 
poaching.

Additional content from capitalfm.co.ke

JOB WELL 
DONE: An 
Engineering 
student at Meru 
University’s app 
will significantly 
boost farmers’ 
fight against 
crop diseases
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