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Acronyms
ACB  African Centre for Biodiversity

Bt		 	 Bacillus	thuringiensis

CDH  Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr

GM  Genetically modified

SACU  Southern African Customs Union 

SASA  South Africa Sugar Association

SASRI  South African Sugar Research Institute 

SONA  State of the Nation Address 
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Introduction 
Will GM cane be the icing on South Africa’s masterplan for sugar?

New information has emerged that research is underway to generate fresh data to 
support an application for field trials of a genetically modified (GM) insect-resistant 
(Bt) and herbicide-tolerant (Ht) sugarcane variety in South Africa. Spearheaded by the 
South African Sugar Research Institute (SASRI), this multi-institutional partnership 
project is funded and supported by Biosafety South Africa, a unit of the Technology 
Innovation Agency of the National Department of Science and Innovation.1 

In 2010, we reported2 on our monitoring of GM sugarcane trials, building on previous work. At 
the time, we advised that there were no immediate or even medium-term prospects for the 
commercial cultivation of GM sugarcane in South Africa, based on information received from the 
Registrar of the Genetically Modified Organisms Act 15 of 1997, and the sugarcane machinery in 
South Africa (ACB, 2010). 

However, a recent SASRI Progress Report3 points to the following milestones regarding research 
and development involving this new GM variety: 

• Successful assessment of selected varieties as recipients of Bt genes; and
• Successful introduction of two Bt genes into rainfed and irrigated sugarcane varieties, 

showing a promising pre-release genotype for irrigated regions. 

In addition, 149 sugarcane plants were genetically modified to express the Bt Cry protein and 
32 plants are under assessment in pot-based bioassays to determine the level of resistance to 
Eldana (African sugarcane borer).

SASRI Programme Manager for Variety Improvement Research Dr Snyman explains that the 
lepidopteran stalk borer Eldana	saccharina4 is the most economically damaging insect pest 
in sugarcane production. Thus, the GM research is focused on plant expression of the Bt trait 
derived from Cry1 and Cry2 proteins, to be deployed within an integrated pest management 
system. 

Dr Synman confirmed that their GM research is at the technology and development stage and 
all activities are still confined to the lab and containment facilities, with the first field trial likely 
to take place in two to three years’ time, depending on progress in the lab trials. Such field trials 
will be conducted on SASRI’s Research Farms located within the sugarcane growing province 
of KwaZulu-Natal. Agronomic assessment spanning several vegetative growth cycles and 
commercial release is unlikely to occur this decade. 

1. See SASRI’s Progress report 2020/21 here: https://sasri.org.za/progreport2020_21/
2. GM Sugarcane: A long way from commercialisation?: https://t2m.io/GMsugarcane
3. https://sasri.org.za/progreport2020_21/
4. Information provided by SASRI
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Snapshot – sugarcane industry in South Africa

Being	extremely	well-established,	the	sugarcane	industry	wields	a	great	deal	of	economic	
and	political	power,	combining	cultivation	with	the	manufacture	of	raw	and	refined	
sugar,	syrups,	specialised	sugars	and	a	range	of	by-products.	The	sector	comprises	21	926	
registered	sugarcane	growers	farming	in	KwaZulu-Natal	and	Mpumalanga.	Small-scale	
farmers	produce	11%	of	the	total	industry	production;	approximately	850	white	growers	
produce	69%,	and	approximately	50	farmers	operate	miller-owned	estates,	producing	
7%	of	the	estimated	average	of	2.2	million	tons	of	sugar	per	season	(SACU,	2022).	Sugar	
is	manufactured	by	six	milling	companies	with	14	sugar	mills	operating	in	cane	growing	
regions.	About	60%	of	this	sugar	is	marketed	in	the	Southern	African	Customs	Union	
(SACU)	and	the	remainder	is	exported	to	markets	in	Africa,	Asia,	and	the	Middle	East	
(Government	Gazette,	2020).5

5.	 Sugar	Act	(9/1978):	Notice	of	Amendments	to	the	Constitution	Of	the	South	African	
Sugar	Association	and	the	Sugar	Industry	Agreement,	2000.
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Government masterplan: sweet deal for sugar industry? 
The sugarcane industry is well supported by the state. In June 2019, during the State of the 
Nation Address (SONA, 2019), President Ramaphosa affirmed the government’s commitment 
to help create conducive conditions for South African industries to expand, by implementing a 
re-imagined industrial strategy through several sector-specific masterplans. The government 
has in particular, developed a 2020	Masterplan	for	South	African	Sugarcane	Value-chain	to	2030 
(Sugar Masterplan), aiming to respond to reported declining profits6 (CDH, 2022) in the industry. 
With a bold vision and objectives, the Sugar Masterplan aims to transform the industry through 
inclusive and broad-based participation in the value chain for workers, black and women 
farmers, and black industrialists; and invest in globally competitive and sustainable diversified 
sugarcane-based value-chains. 

We therefore wonder if this renewed support from the state has been a key driver for 
SASRI to invigorate its GM sugarcane research?

Is this renewed interest in GM sugarcane part of the current global fixation with agrofuels as 
a false carbon mitigating solution? It is instructive to note that countries such as Nigeria7 and 
Brazil have already expanded sugarcane production for agrofuel projects. Indeed, Brazil is now 
the second-largest producer and exporter of bioethanol after the US (USDA, 2019). As part of 
the Sugar Masterplan, diversification into fuel ethanol has long been identified as an important 
element to the industry in response to the decline of the sugar industry. 

Whilst we acknowledge the need to address our dependence on fossil fuels and modes of 
consumption and production, and their concomitant environmental and socio-economic 
problems, we are strongly opposed to the notion that industrial-scale monoculture plantations 
and in this case GM sugarcane be considered as part of the renewable energy package of 
solutions for South Africa. 

The expansion of monoculture plantations contribute hugely to eroding and undermining of 
local food systems and livelihood strategies and have historically been associated with loans and 
credits from financial institutions promoting agriculture and dispossession of rural people and 
communities from their territories (Seufert et al., 2020). The history of sugarcane plantations in 
South Africa is already marred with slavery and dispossession of rural families, with their effects 
of poverty and inequalities still experienced today.
 

6. https://sasa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SA-Sugar-Master-Plan-1.pdf
7. https://www.biofuelsdigest.com/bdigest/2018/03/05/nigerian-farmers-begin-to-plant-sugarcane-for-ethanol-project-in-

kebbi/

https://www.biofuelsdigest.com/bdigest/2018/03/05/nigerian-farmers-begin-to-plant-sugarcane-for-ethanol-project-in-kebbi/
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Moratorium called for GM sugarcane and all GM crops 
In conclusion, the ACB reiterates its demand for a moratorium on all environmental releases of 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and requests that the South African government exercise a 
precautionary approach in assessing applications for the intended field trials. We continue to demand 
that there be vigorous balanced risk assessments and full disclosure to the public of the environmental 
and socio-economic risks, and the impacts GM sugarcane cultivation will have on South Africa‘s people, 
environment and food and health systems. 

Further reading
https://www.acbio.org.za/bayer-monsanto-vie-south-africas-sugar-cane
http://www.lobbywatch.org/archive2.asp?arcid=7565
https://www.rapaluruguay.org/sitio_1/transgenicos/Biocombustible/SouthAfrica_Bioethanol.html
https://www.acbio.org.za/objection-applications-made-south-african-sugar-research-institute-sasri-trial-

releases-gm
https://www.acbio.org.za/gm-sugarcane-long-way-commercialisation
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-40776-3 
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