Open Forum on Agricultural Biotechnology (OFAB) In Africa
Speech by Hon Dr Noah Wekesa, Minister for Science and Technology, Kenya

Executive Director, African Agricultural Technology Foundation, our special guests, Mr Mark Cuntley from Europe, and Wellington Chadehumbe from South Africa, scientists, researchers, invited guests, members of the media, Ladies and Gentlemen.
It gives me great pleasure to be here today on this auspicious occasion marking the launch of the Open Forum on Agricultural Biotechnology in Kenya.  At this early stage, some of you may be wondering why the need for an open forum on biotechnology.  Biotechnology is admittedly the most talked about subject today.
It currently forms a debate that somewhat, transcends science, economics, politics and ethics.  Indeed nearly everywhere, people grow, process, consume, or even just talk about biotechnology products.  Interestingly, there is a great diversity of opinions on this subject.  For instance, on one hand there are those who believe that biotechnology holds great promise and potential for contributing to increased food supply, employment creation, tackling health and environmental concerns.  In this category there are to be found the industrialized nations of the world, multi-national corporations, etc.
On the other hand however, there are also voices of dissent comprising a number of environmental interest groups, civil society and probably the public especially in Europe.
This polarity has not been very healthy as it sends confusing signals to many other people particularly those in Africa.  This forum therefore, represents an avenue for addressing the apparent stand-off between the two camps by endeavoring to create a platform on which contentious issues can be deliberated in an open and balanced manner.  It is my belief therefore, that this forum will facilitate a flow of information between those who have the knowledge and those who require it to make informed decisions.

As Minister for Science and Technology, it gives me great pleasure to invite scientists, researchers and other stakeholders to take advantage of this forum as an opportunity for sharing knowledge and educating the public. I personally believe although this Forum may not provide all the answers surrounding biotechnology, it is certainly a step towards sharing knowledge in an open and non-confrontational manner.  This will certainly steer us from the continued position of indifference on such an important issue as Africans. Considering this is a continent where many families still rely on farming for their livelihoods, where millions suffer from frequent famines requiring food-aid interventions, where population growth continues to place great stress on food production capacity, where food commodities constitute a significant proportion of tradable products, and where there is pressing need to avoid cultivation of environmentally fragile land, it is my hope that this forum can help clarify the issues and make informed decisions to the benefit of our people.

With those few remarks, I hereby declare the Open Forum on Agricultural Biotechnology in Africa (OFAB), officially launched.

Thank you Ladies and Gentlemen.
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