THE HiLL TIMES, MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 2011

31

OPINION: BIOTECHNOLGY

Harnessing the benefits of technology

Scientific communication, public education and international law are a few other adjunct disciplines that go hand in hand with biotechnology. Importantly,
knowledge management is key to the success of scientific and technological endeavours. In this regard, lICA is a proven and strategic catalyst.

By AUDIA BARNETT

TTAWA—Canada together

with the rest of the Americas is
being eyed as the knight in shining
armour—to save the world from
inadequate food supplies in the
future. Statistics and data on the
availability of arable land world-
wide support the notion that the
Americas is best placed to produce
the food needed for the nine billion
population anticipated come 2020.

How is this going to be achieved?
Acknowledging that science, tech-
nology, and innovation are pivotal
for sustainable agriculture, organi-
zations such as the Inter-American
Institute for Co-operation on Agri-
culture (IICA) have been exploring
means available for sustainably
improving productivity and quality
of agricultural commodities. IICA,
being the single most consistent
entity dedicated to addressing food
security and rural development in
the Americas for close to 70 years, is
suitably positioned to provide ame-
nable solutions.
Programs within this hemi-

spheric body include organic

agriculture, biotechnology and
biosafety, agricultural health and
food safety and food security are
geared towards responding to the
imperatives of the times. This is
not without difficulty as prevailing
adverse conditions include the fact
that in the Americas, food insecu-
rity is on the rise, the production of
biofuel from crops is a reality, food
prices continue to escalate, and the
world’s economic giant is experi-
encing turbulent times.

Additionally, there is the back-
lash associated with agricultural
development which occurs to vary-
ing degrees in Canada and the
rest of the region: deforestation,
increased greenhouse gas emis-
sions, agrochemical runoffs and
losses to biodiversity. The inter-gov-
ernmental machinery that exists
within IICA however presents
opportunities for timely and appro-
priate responses. Representing thir-
ty four countries, including Canada,
IICA is extremely conscious of the
collective responsibility relating
to land use and the preservation
of the rich biodiversity that is resi-
dent in the Americas, even while
overcoming the real challenges of
feeding the world in a scenario of
climate change.

Biotechnology can be simply
thought of as the use of living
organisms or their products for

commercial production. It is one of
the oldest tools available in applica-
tions ranging from health and the
environment to energy and food.
As with most scientific endeavours,
strides have been made over the
years to expand the range of appli-
cations. In health, for example, the
development of vaccines and antibi-
otics including penicillin took place
in the early 20th century, today,
many home testing Kits are based
on biotechnology. Composting
organic wastes is an early manifes-
tation of biotech at work, whereas
today, oil and chemical spills can be
cleaned up using specially designed
micro-organisms. Biogas produc-
tion, another earlier biotech applica-
tion is still quite relevant, with the
advent of biofuels such as biodiesel
and bioethanol being more current
additions. In the area of food and
agriculture, bread, wine, cheese,
yogurt are all products of biotech at
work. Modern biotechnology how-
ever has been able to produce crops
which are resistant to certain pests
or weeds.

Biotechnology is currently very
much at work in countries span-
ning the length and breadth of the
Americas.The multiplication of
clean planting material for crop
production is an application which
is utilized in many countries of the
Latin American and Caribbean
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(LAC) region. Known as tissue cul-
ture, this is an important aid to the
resuscitation of agriculture after
natural disasters known to beset
the region with increasing fre-
quency. Similarly the conservation
of important crops, some of which
are indigenous to the region, is
made possible by way of regional
repositories known as gene banks.
In addition to preserving the
region’s rich biodiversity, such
uses demonstrate the potential to
apply biotechnology in safeguard-
ing the socio-cultural and eco-
nomical well-being of populations
in the Americas.

Other routine biotech applica-
tions in agriculture can be found in
animal and plant diagnostic Kits.
These are rapidly becoming indis-
pensable to the farmer for detect-
ing diseases or the crops’disposi-
tion to diseases, before it becomes
costly. The increasing use of gene
sequencing, molecular markers
and bio-screens provide additional
evidence that the technology is
being employed to optimize the
value of current genetic resources
as well as to improve sustainability
and competitiveness of agricultur-
al commodities in the region.

Biotechnology provides a
powerful toolbox; its proper
and efficient use will allow us
to reach solutions to the current

and impending problems. This
presents exciting prospects for stu-
dents as a plethora of associated
disciplines continue to emerge.
These range from scientific
research on the genome of vari-
ous plants and animals to practi-
cal and necessary applications in
medicine, industry and agriculture.
The scope of disciplines such as
biosafety, risk assessment and bio-
ethics, for example, have expand-
ed significantly as a result of mod-
ern biotechnology. Technologies
such as nanobiotechnology, bio-
informatics and genetic engineer-
ing typify the diversity of options
based on an age-old technology.
Scientific communication, public
education and international law
are a few other adjunct disciplines
that go hand in hand with biotech-
nology. Importantly, knowledge
management is key to the success
of scientific and technological
endeavours. In this regard, IICA is
a proven and strategic catalyst.

Audia Barnett is the IICA rep-
resentative to Canada. The Inter-
American Institute for Coopera-
tion on Agriculture, an interna-
tional organization present in 34
countries, is an inter-governmen-
tal body, partly funded by the
Government of Canada.
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