
Biosafety Communication  

Experiences in Africa 

 

 



Identified 3 key needs: 

Communication challenges and best 
practices 

 
Biosafety communications skills 

development 
 

Formation of a community of biosafety 
communications’ practitioners 



Biosafety Communication Challenges 



Information 

Epicenter 

(5  people; 

$350K Annual  budget) 

Europe Node 

The Networked World  
Myths and misconceptions diffuse fast! 

Africa Node 

ISAAA Crop Biotech Update Files 

Example: The Seralini Study… 



How the media operates: News values 

leave science stories little to no chance! 

Media 

Agenda:  

Money 

Entertain 

Inform 

Scientists 

Agenda: 

Inform 

Educate 

Influence 

Elusive middle ground 



Creating: 
Fear 

Anxiety 
Outrage  
Mistrust 

Mass media sensations through 

fantasies, myths, fairy tales  

RISK PEECEPTION VS 
REAL RISKS 



Public perception of risk is 

strongly influenced by 

Four factors:   
 

Trust 
Benefit 

Control 

Fairness 
 Ref: Risk Perception 

Theory 



Non-verbal communication in Biosafety 

A serious communication Gap! 

Some Biosafety  
procedures cause public 

outrage and panic! 

GMOs 



Non-Verbal Communication.. 

Launching of Biosafety Greenhouse  

Colour scheme? 



Preparing for Effective Biosafety  

Communications 



Rationale for Risk 

Communication in Modern 

Biotechnology 

 
A component of Risk Analysis: 

(NOT AN OPTION!) 

 

Risk Assessment 

Risk Management 

Risk Communication 



Step 1: Understand your Stakeholders 
Stakeholder Analysis and Net-mapping 

 HP/LI 

Keep satisfied – make 

them PATRONS 

 

HP/HI 

Fully engage and bring on 

board as CHAMPIONS  

 

LP/LI 

Monitor - Minimum 

effort 

 

 

 

HI/LP 

Keep informed, organize to 

influence 

Interest 
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Step 1..Netmapping to understand 

relationships and connections 



Step 2: Skills development 
 

 Appropriate messaging 
 - Using appropriate language for different stakeholders 

 - Packaging and delivery channels of biosafety decisions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Public 
Notice 
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Note: Urgent Biosafety issues 
requiring immediate response! 

Step 2.. Anticipating public concerns 

and developing a rapid response plan 



3. Handling challenging situations (allegations, “what if”… 

 -The line between biotech advocacy and biosafety communications –    

 countering falsehoods while maintaining impartiality  

 - Understanding how the media operates and how to deal with them 

 

 Skills development.. 
 

 
Background 

conversations
.. 



 Public Outreach  
 i) Being more pro-active than reactive – issues management plan 

 ii) Exerting authority by defending biosafety decisions as competent body   

 - Building a brand – need to be seen, heard and trusted! 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Skills development.. 
Visibility 

Trust and 
credibility 

key! 



Means:  
Use appropriate channels to deliver messages 

 

 Mass media 

 Seeing-is-believing   

Biosafety study tours 

Workshops  

IEC materials 

Social media key! 
 

#TalkGMOFacts vs. #StopGMOsKenya 



Rules for Effective Biosafety Communications 



Rule 1:  

Effective communication must be planned 

WHY? 
*WHO

? 
WHAT? 

WHEN? 

WHERE? 
HOW? 

Policy maker, 

journalist, seed 

trader, farmer 

etc 

The key 

messages you 

want to 

communicate 

Select the best 

timing for your 

target audience 

Consider options 

for best place to 

deliver message i.e. 

workshop, public 

hearings or during 

field visit? 

Identify best 

communication product to 

pass the message e.g. FAQ, 

Policy Brief, Mass media, 

Social media etc 

Your 

communication 

goal 

Feedback 



Rule 2: 

Build trust and credibility 
 

• People want to know that YOU care 

before they care about what you know 
(Covello, 2001) 

 

Commitment 

15-20% 

 Honesty 

15-20% 

 

Expertise 

15-20% 

Assessed  

in 9-30 secs. 

Exercise: 
Who do stakeholders 

trust most?  



1. Lack of competence 

 

2. Delayed response 

 

3. Arrogance 

 

4. Adapting a defensive stance 

 

Things that will erode trust: 



       Non-Scientists     Scientists/Technical 

           

Rule 3: Understand the Gap 

Headline /  

Conclusion 

Conclusion 

Info relevant  

to conclusion 

Technical Theory 

Collecting data 

- adjusting 

theory 

Background - The rest 

of the story 



Golden Rule! 

Simplify language to suit target audience  

Technical jargon Layman’s language 

Gene Hereditary information 

Genome Editing ? 

Gene Drives ? 

Gene-edited pigs ? 



Lessons from ABBC-2015 - Nairobi 
(Food Evolution Movie team attended- Trace Sheehan et al..) 

 

Upcoming ABBC-2017 in Uganda (July 18-20)  

            Focus: Biosafety Communications  



Scientists need to be good story tellers and make their 

stories accessible to varied audiences 

 

Lesson 1 from #ABBC2015 



Agri-biotech and biosafety messages must be 

simplified and translated into local languages 

How do you explain to my 

grandmother what GMOs are? 

Experts need to convey the agri-

biotechnology and biosafety 

messages in the language of the 

farmer, simple and 

understandable - Michael Kuria 

Mbugua, a farmer  

 

Lesson 2 from #ABBC2015 



Amplifying grassroots voices 

Focus effort 
here 

Lesson 3 from #ABBC2015 



Best Practice – planned communication 

Being proactive than reactive! 

APP model 

 
Anticipate: List all possible issues on GMOs and Biosafety 

  Prepare: Messengers, Message, Means (3M) 

 

            Practice: Regularly engage the public       

      



Way Forward - Strategic Partnerships 
Science Communications Service Providers 

BioAWARE; Universities; NARIs, RECs  

 

 

 

 

 

PBS 

AATF/OFAB 

BecA/ 
ILRI 

Biosafety Agencies 

 
Open to PARTNERSHIPS from 

PARTICIPANTS and PARTNERS.. 
Mathew 9: 37 (The Harvest is truly 

abundant but the labourers are few) 


