
Information and criticism on reproductive and genetic engineering

M A G A Z I N E

Gen-ethisches
Netzwerk e.V. 

BIOTECHNOLOGIES IN

AS LABORATORY

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION

THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Dossier  
Development  

cooperation
May 2024

Biotechnologies, genetic engineering and reproductive technologies are historically connected to 
so-called development. How are colonial power structures and conflicts of interest perpetuated in 
international cooperations between research, politics and corporations? And when do these conti-
nuities become problematic? 

ENGLISH-
LANGUAGE DOSSIER 2024:DEVELOPMENT  COOPERATION



M A G A Z I N E  | Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst Nr. 269 | 05.2024

2

Cover illustration: by Fateme Alaie, public domain at unsplash.com

With friendly support:

The subsidized institution is solely responsible for the content of the publi-
cation. The positions presented here do not reflect the views of the Senate 
Department for Economics, Energy and Public Enterprises.

Content & Imprint

CONTENT

ENGLISH LANGUAGE DOSSIER 2024:

"DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION"

The Global South as Laboratory
Biotechnologies in development cooperation
By Janina Johannsen …………………………………………………… 4

Complex situation
Development cooperation between international institutions, 
German national interests and profit margins for companies
By Jonte Lindemann ……………………………………………………… 6

“Doing more harm than good”
Interview on philanthrocapitalism and the Gates Foundation 
Interview with Tim Schwab ……………………………………………… 9

Between „self-determination“ and fulfilling quotas 
„Family planning“ in development cooperation 
By Jonte Lindemann …………………………………………………… 12

Neocolonial Experiment
How dangerous are gene drive mosquitos for Africa? 
By Sabrina Masinjila …………………………………………………… 15

IMPRINT
All articles where originally published in German as part of
GID MAGAZINE – Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst GID Nr. 269,  
May 2024

Editorial staff: Janina Johannsen (jj) (ViSdP), Jonte Lindemann (jl),  
Pascal Segura Kliesow (psk), Isabelle Bartram (ib)

Editorial address: 
GID Magazin – Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst
c/o Gen-ethisches Netzwerk e.V. (GeN)
Lausitzer Straße 10, Aufgang B, 10999 Berlin , Germany
Tel. +49 (0) 30 685 70 73, Fax +49 (0) 30 684 11 83, 
E-Mail: gid@gen-ethisches-netzwerk.de,
Internet: www.gen-ethisches-netzwerk.de



3

M A G A Z I N E  | Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst Nr. 269 | 05.2024

List of abbreviations

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AA		  Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt)
AATF		  African Agricultural Technology Foundation
AGRA		  Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa 
AIDS		  Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome
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UN		  United Nations
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UNFPA		  United Nations Population Fund
USA / US 		  United States of America
UVRI		  Uganda Virus Research Institute
WHO 		  World Health Organisation 
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After plans for the German 2024 federal budget were published, 

media reports spoke of record investments – a total of 70.5 billion 

euro has been budgeted, including 4.8 billion euro for education 

and research, 16.3 billion euro for rail infrastructure, 15.6 billion 

euro for defence and 1.4 billion euro for the environment and na-

ture conservation. However, these record 

investments are not made in all depart-

ments: Drastic cuts have been made in 

development cooperation (DC) and hu-

manitarian aid. The budget of the Federal 

Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (BMZ) will be cut by almost 

ten percent (minus 940 million euro) com-

pared to 2023 and the budget for human-

itarian aid will be reduced by almost 20 

percent (minus 500 million euro).(1) The 

medium-term financial plan from 2025 on 

stipulates further cuts in the billions. On 

the one hand, these plans elicit concern 

and harsh criticism, but on the other hand 

the current debate also resurfaces the 

question whether international develop-

ment cooperation makes sense in the first 

place. This dossier will not deal with the fundamental question if 

development cooperation is effective or reasonable in principle. 

However, some of the ambivalent connections and problematic 

aspects in the context of biotechnologies will be highlighted and 

discussed. 

What´s driving Development Cooperation?

"Development cooperation (DC) is tasked with giving people the 

freedom to shape their lives in a self-determined and self-reliant 

manner without material hardship and to enable their children to 

have a good future. [...] It promotes a socially just, ecologically vi-

able and thus sustainable shaping of globalisation," according to 

the description on the BMZ website.(2) The ministry is primarily 

responsible for long-term strategies, but also for transitional aid on 

a structural level in development cooperation. During acute crises, 

the Federal Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt, AA) is primarily re-

sponsible for humanitarian aid. However, the work of the two min-

istries always goes hand in hand. 

From a German perspective, development cooperation is always 

also security policy. Although political conflicts or even wars are not 

necessarily resolved through development cooperation, and neither 

civilian nor military involvement is a guarantee of security, Germany 

wants to have its say and gain influence – also and perhaps espe-

cially in countries of the Global South. The 

ultimate goal of development policy is to 

change and improve living conditions. To 

this end, dialogues are sought with govern-

ments and institutions in countries with 

ongoing armed conflicts or autocratic gov-

ernments. However, reputation and a cer-

tain status in the international context plays 

a role as well.

Looking at long-term development coop-

eration, the question which topics should 

or should not be focussed on keeps reap-

pearing: for example, should less invest-

ment go into poverty reduction and more 

into climate protection? At times, devel-

opment cooperation worldwide addresses 

many issues simultaneously without a spe-

cific focus. But if, as it is the case in the 2024 

federal budget, funding is cut, there will have to be restrictions in 

certain areas of work sooner or later. These are the moments when 

the influence of other, private donors, such as civil society organisa-

tions, large foundations and corporations, becomes more evident.

The Gen-ethical Network (GeN) has been criticising the entangle-

ments between the profit interests of large corporations and devel-

opment cooperation repeatedly over many years. Here is an excerpt 

from a GeN press release from 26th May 2015 on the topic of pop-

ulation policy: "Non-governmental organisations and a university 

department in Kassel are protesting against the fact that the phar-

maceutical company Bayer HealthCare is using the revival of popu-

lation policy in development cooperation to massively promote the 

distribution of the Jadelle contraceptive implant worldwide. Under 

the name Jadelle Access Program, the company has been offering the 

five-year effective hormone implant at a reduced price to develop-

ment programmes since 2012 in exchange for a purchase guarantee 

of 27 million implants within six years. The target group is women in 

rural regions of Africa in particular, where there is little or no medical 

infrastructure."(3)

By Janina Johannsen,
employee at GeN and editorial manager of GID magazine.

Biotechnologies, genetic engineering and reproductive 
technologies are historically connected to so-called 
development. How are colonial power structures and 
conflicts of interest perpetuated in international coope-
rations between research, politics and corporations? And 
when do these continuities become problematic? 

THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

AS LABORATORY
BIOTECHNOLOGIES IN DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION

The Gen-ethical Net-
work (GeN) has been 
criticising the entan-

glements between the 
profit interests of large 
corporations and de-

velopment cooperation 
repeatedly over many 

years. 



M A G A Z I N E  | Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst Nr. 269 | 05.2024

5Titelthema: Labor Globaler Süden

In this dossier 

This publication is special in that it involves both departments of 

GeN, “humans and medicine” as well as “agriculture and food”: be-

cause a critical look at DC deals with reproductive technologies and 

corporations as well as food sovereignty and interventions in eco-

systems. Our collection of articles is by no means a comprehensive 

representation of the topic, but rather a foray into selected aspects, 

intended to create more debate and dialogue.

In the first article, Jonte Lindemann provides an introductory 

overview of historical continuities, power dynamics and conflicts of 

interest. The field of development cooperation is large and diverse, 

but the basic concept stems from a colonial logic and a dichotomy 

that distinguishes between progressive/backward and developed/

underdeveloped. These distinctions are social constructs of the 

West that follow and perpetuate certain historical patterns.

In an interview with Tim Schwab, the US journalist reports on 

the connections between governments, development programmes 

and large private donors, above all the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-

dation. He explains how Bill Gates' own financial interests influence 

global policy and thus have a significant impact on global power 

dynamics and tangible effects for those addressed. In his opinion, 

this type of philanthrocapitalism does more harm than good.

In the third article of the dossier, Jonte Lindemann concentrates 

on biopolitics and population policies in the context of develop-

ment cooperation. Interventions that were promoted under dif-

ferent names for a long time, today tend to be sold under the label 

of "family planning". Despite the new name, the myth of alleged 

overpopulation and structures for maintaining power and control 

are still part of these programs. Alternative experiences, traditional 

knowledge and regional differences are devalued and negated. This 

is because global control of population development is particular-

ly profitable for corporations that provide the (pharmaceutical) 

means for birth (and population) control.

The final article by Sabrina Masinjila is about gene drives – a 

current example that illustrates well how countries in the Global 

South are becoming a testing ground for the latest technologies. At 

this moment, genetically modified mosquitoes are being released 

in several African countries under the pretext of health precaution – 

without evidence-based prognosis of the consequences. Such tech-

nical modifications and interventions in the ecosystem are seen as 

an innovative solution for containing malaria despite the existence 

of a number of other possible approaches, such as a general im-

provement of health care systems, better access to fresh water, etc. 

But the global players would not be able to profit from these solu-

tions.

The articles clearly show how interwoven capitalist interests and 

technical innovations are and how the Global South is used as a lab-

oratory to further strengthen these entanglements. These dynamics 

call into question the concept of development cooperation, which 

suggests cooperation on equal terms.

Notes and References:
(1)	 Verband Entwicklungspolitik und Humanitäre Hilfe deutscher Nicht

regierungsorganisationen e.V. (23.01.2024): Analyse 2024. Haushalt 
2024. Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-jb [last access: 11.05.24].

(2)	 BMZ: Lexikon der Entwicklungspolitik. Entwicklungszusammenarbeit. 
Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-jc [last access: 11.05.24].

(3)	 Gen-ethisches Netzwerk (26.05.2015): Pressemitteilung – Verhütung-
simplantat Jadelle: Nein zu bevölkerungspolitischen Vermarktungsof-
fensiven! Online: www.gen-ethisches-netzwerk.de/node/3046 [last 
access: 11.05.24].

It is time for GID MAGAZINE to take a critical look at development cooperation. 
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In 2015 the United Nations formulated a total of 17 goals for sus-

tainable development within its 2030 Agenda, from ending poverty 

and hunger to climate protection, strong institutions and partner-

ship-based cooperation in development policy.(1) These goals are 

preceded by five guiding principles in the preamble: People, Plan-

et, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership. With the "BMZ 2030 Reform 

Strategy" (2a), the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (BMZ) is aligning itself with these principles. How-

ever, the precise organisation of Germany's national development 

policy is much more complex.

Every three years, the OECD's Development Assistance Com-

mittee publishes an updated list of countries that are eligible re-

cipients of ODA (Official Development Aid) according to their per 

capita income calculated by the World Bank. The countries are 

categorised into "least developed countries" (LDCs) (44), low-in-

come countries that are not LDCs (two), lower middle-income 

countries and territories (35) and upper middle-income countries 

and territories (58). The last category includes countries that are 

often labelled as emerging economies in development discourse, 

such as India or Brazil, and European countries such as Kosovo or 

North Macedonia.(3)

Many different partners

With the adoption of the new reform programme, the BMZ is 

focusing its direct official work on 60 "partner countries" where 

cooperation takes place at different levels. This includes "bilat-

eral partnerships" with countries that are considered "reform 

partners", where there has been measurable success in previous 

cooperation and a strong focus on reform, as well as countries 

where rapprochement with the EU is supported. The programme 

also defines "global partners" as countries that mostly fall under 

the heading of "emerging economies" where cooperation is sought 

"for the protection of global goods". In addition, there are so-

called "nexus and peace partners", where the focus lies on com-

bating causes of conflict and securing peace.

As a donor country, Germany states certain prerequisites for 

these "partnerships", which are emphasised more strongly than 

previously in the new programme: "We demand measurable pro-

gress in good governance, respect for human rights and the fight 

against corruption from our partner countries even more than 

before. Personal initiative is the key to development. Our partner 

countries can and must do more themselves."(2b) The fact that 

these standards are applied with varying degrees of rigour can 

currently be seen in the cooperation with Rwanda, which is expe-

riencing considerable economic growth but whose government is 

becoming increasingly autocratic. However, European countries – 

including Germany – still want to cooperate with the East African 

country to prevent migration and when it comes to criticising hu-

man rights violations and the dismantling of democracy they are 

keeping a low profile. CDU (Christian Democratic Union) member 

of the Bundestag Alexander Dobrindt has a similar deal in mind to 

the one the UK has already negotiated with the country: "Illegal" 

asylum seekers are deported to Rwanda and undergo the proce-

dure of applying for asylum there, while Rwanda receives money 

from the UK in return, which, among other things, is channelled 

into a fund for economic transformation and integration.(4)

Development cooperation as a multi-purpose instru-
ment serving German national interests

Development policy has always been regarded as a "multi-pur-

pose instrument" in which different ministries are involved, each 

pursuing their own interests – in addition to the Ministry of Fi-

nance, this also includes the Ministry of Agriculture and the Min-

istry of Defence, for example. The BMZ itself exists for over 60 

years, beginning in the use of “half a million Deutschmarks from 

Marshall Plan funds to promote the exchange of experience with 

less developed regions”.(5) How the BMZ’s funds are distributed is 

decided anew with each budget. The target is a budget of 0.7 per-

cent of gross national income.

However, this money does not necessarily flow directly to the 

partner countries, but also covers the mandatory shares in inter-

national and EU programmes and maintains the implementing 

organisations affiliated with the BMZ: the German Society for In-

ternational Cooperation (GIZ), the Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau 

(KfW – Development Bank), the Physikalisch-Technische Bunde-

sanstalt (PTB) and the Federal Institute for Geosciences and Nat-

ural Resources (BGR). The promotion of private investment in so-

called developing countries is also financed from the BMZ budget. 

The fact that Germany's own economic and geopolitical interests 

are also negotiated via development co-operation is not a recent 

By Jonte Lindemann, 
employee at GeN and editor of GID magazine.

In recent years the term „development aid“ has been re-
placed by „development cooperation“, as it was deemed 
too paternalistic and one-sided. But the power structures 
and vested interests behind the concept have not signi-
ficantly changed. This also applies to the field of gene 
editing and reproductive technologies. 

COMPLEX SITUATION
DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION BETWEEN 

INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTIONS, GERMAN NATIONAL 

INTERESTS AND PROFIT MARGINS FOR COMPANIES
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development. As early as 1997, then Development Minister Dieter 

Spranger (Christian Social Union, CSU) said: "It is important to 

us that development cooperation contracts are awarded to Ger-

many, i.e. that taxpayers' money is also used to maintain jobs in 

Germany."(6) Today, this connection is most evident in "Germany 

Trade & Invest" (GTAI), the federal government's economic de-

velopment agency. The online platform it operates provides tips 

and information on advertised projects and funding priorities in 

various economic sectors, illustrated in its website content titled 

"Donors support a wide range of healthcare projects in Africa" or 

"New lender in Sub-Saharan Africa and Iraq".(7)

Echo of colonial thought pattern

The idea of development, and the image of Western superiority 

inscribed in it, is already present in colonial discourse. Political 

scientist Aram Ziai traces the origins of 

the idea of development in European co-

lonialism and cites the Treaty of Versailles 

of 1919 as an example. It states: "To the 

colonies and territories which, as a result 

of war, have ceased to be under the sover-

eignty of the states which previously ruled 

them, and which are inhabited by such 

peoples as are not yet capable of govern-

ing themselves in the particularly difficult 

conditions of the contemporary world, the 

following principles apply: The welfare 

and development of these peoples consti-

tute a sacred task of civilisation, and it is 

expedient to include in the present constitution guarantees for the 

accomplishment of this task. The best way to realise this principle 

by action is to entrust the guardianship of these peoples to the ad-

vanced nations which, by reason of their resources, their experi-

ence or their geographical position, are best able and willing to as-

sume such responsibility." With this ideology of white suprimacy, 

brutal colonial rule was not only legitimised, but also transfigured 

into a noble calling.(8) Ziai writes: "Another notable continuity 

with post-Enlightenment colonial discourse is that the deficits of 

the South are conceived as improvable, no longer through a pro-

cess of ‘civilisation’, but one of ‘development’", whereby the world 

is divided into an advanced and a supposedly backward part.(9) 

According to researcher Sarah White, this goes hand in hand with 

certain ideas of a "development world" that appears monolithic 

and leaves little room for complexity: "`The developing world´ 

that they make `speakable´ and `writable´ is a residual category, 

apparently geographical, but in practice a catch-all term, com-

prising societies which are highly spatially and culturally diverse, 

whose unity lies in being `not the West´.”(10) The implicit norm 

for measuring development is the Western self – therefore, there 

is no room for different paths and directions of development, the 

Global North sees itself at the top and expects these programmes 

to follow its example – despite the destructive effects of its own 

economic system on the environment.  

Who decides where the money goes?

The actual balance of power in so-called cooperation also 

perpetuates this dichotomy. The basic direction of development 

policy endeavours is dictated by donor countries – mostly states 

whose own wealth is at least in part the result of colonial exploita-

tion. Countries that are forced to take out loans, for example, must 

comply with the conditions – they have little room for negotiation. 

Development cooperation does not only consist of bilateral agree-

ments between countries, but is determined by a large number of 

different actors. These include international organisations such as 

the United Nations, supranational bodies such as the EU, regional 

organisations, but also clerical aid organisations and, increasingly, 

private foundations with large capital investments. This mixture 

continuously leads to a deficit in transparency and also to a lack 

of clarity regarding competences and ultimately responsibility – 

especially when different actors are involved in one and the same 

project.

The investments of foundations such as the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation in the budgets of international organisations 

also reveal a deficit in democratic legit-

imacy: how is the direction of the pro-

grammes influenced by the fact that pri-

vate foundations contribute larger shares 

than some countries? For example, less 

than 20 percent of the World Health Or-

ganisation's funding comes from mem-

bership fees, which are determined by 

the UN General Assembly and are linked 

to gross national income. The majority 

comes from voluntary contributions – 

from member states, but also from large 

foundations. These contributions are of-

ten earmarked, i.e. they can only be used 

for specific programmes. Currently, earmarked contributions ac-

count for 88 percent of voluntary contributions.(11)

The WHO's decision on distribution is therefore limited: donors 

who contribute large sums ultimately help set the agenda. One ex-

The Europahaus in Kreuzberg is the Berlin office of the BMZ.

Ph
ot

o:
 J

ör
g 

Zä
ge

l (
C

C
 B

Y-
SA

 3
.0

 D
ee

d)

The implicit norm for 
measuring develop-
ment is the Western 

self – therefore, there 
is no room for different 
paths and directions of 

development.  



M A G A Z I N E  | Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst Nr. 269 | 05.2024

8 Dossier: development cooperation 

ample is the comparatively good level of funding for programmes 

to combat HIV/AIDS and malaria, while non-disease-specific ap-

proaches, i.e. programmes to expand general healthcare, to train 

and educate medical staff and to secure medical supply chains, 

often remain underfunded.(12) 

Part of the mix: Market development, corporate inter-
ests, genetic and reproductive technologies

There are numerous examples of individual countries' eco-

nomic interests. In the field of agriculture, the debate on the use 

of genetically modified crops has also been a recurring topic in 

development cooperation. 

During an impending fam-

ine in southern Africa after a 

prolonged period of drought 

in 2002, for example, the 

USA wanted to ship genet-

ically modified maize to 

affected countries – several 

countries rejected these aid 

shipments. These countries, 

critics of genetic engineer-

ing, and the EU were pub-

licly accused of risking star-

vation of millions of people for irrational and ideological reasons. 

The actions of the USA and other countries with liberal legislation 

concerning genetic engineered food demonstrate its action was 

not simply a  response to an acute food crisis. It was also a conflict 

about sovereignty of interpretation in the debate, especially vis-à-

vis the EU, and securing market power.(13)

Since Bayer acquired Monsanto in 2018, the company has ac-

quired a monopoly on patents for genetically modified maize and 

rice varieties in many regions. By participating in various pro-

grammes, some of them in cooperation with the Gates Founda-

tion, like the TELA maize project, the company is trying to open up 

additional markets – under the guise of food security. The project 

page clearly states: "Through TELA, AATF and its partners are pur-

suing the regulatory approval and dissemination of new biotech/

genetically-modified maize seeds containing either an insect-

resistant trait or the stacked insect-resistant and drought-tolerant 

traits across seven target countries in Africa”.(14)

In the field of population policy, Susanne Schultz and Daniel 

Bendix have already laid out in 2015 how the increasing demo-

graphication of problems is shaping the focus of the BMZ's invest-

ment allocation and development policy priorities (15) – and how 

German companies such as Bayer are benefiting from contracep-

tive programmes. Among other things, Bayer is currently involved 

in the Challenge Initiative launched by the Gates Foundation, 

which is dedicated to enabling family planning in various African 

and Asian countries, although its focus is clearly on birth control. 

While Bayer claims that the company's support for the initiative 

is not linked to the use of Bayer products, marketing strategies in 

similar programmes in which the pharma giant has been involved 

have repeatedly emerged in the past. Bayer also appears to prof-

it financially from the cooperation, even if the money does not 

always flow back directly: Bayer received a large grant from the 

Gates Foundation in 2022 to advance its own research in the field 

of non-hormonal contraceptives.(16)

An updated look at the role genetic engineering plays in inter-

national and especially German development policy is more than 

necessary – also because proxy debates are being fought in this 

field that are of central importance for other policy areas and ulti-

mately also for the formation of public opinion regarding genetic 

and reproductive technologies.

Notes and references:
(1)	 United Nations General Assembly (2015): Transforming our world: 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  
Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-le.

(2a,b) Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und  
Entwicklung (BMZ) (2020): Reformkonzept „BMZ 2030“.  
Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lf.

(3)	 Development Assistance Committee (2023): DAC List of ODA  
Recipients. Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lg.

(4)	 Hoffmann, H. (2024): Ruanda nach dem Völkermord.  
Gute Nachrichten bevorzugt. In: Der Spiegel (06.04.24),  
online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-li.

(5)	 Schmidt, S. (2015): Entwicklungszusammenarbeit als strategisches 
Feld deutscher Außenpolitik. Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lj.

(6)	 Berliner Zeitung (31.01.2014). Online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lk.

(7)	 Germany Trade & Invest: www.gtai.de.
(8)	 Ziai, A. (2013): Rassismus und Entwicklungszusammenarbeit.  

Die westliche Sicht auf den Süden vom Kolonialismus bis heute.  
In: Berliner Entwicklungspolitischer Ratschlag e.V. (2022):  
Develop-mental Turn. Beiträge zu einer rassismuskritischen  
entwicklungspolitischen Bildungs- und Projektarbeit, online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-ll.

(9)	 Ziai, A. (2006): Zwischen Global Governance und Post-Develop-
ment. Entwicklungspolitik aus diskursanalytischer Perspektive. 
Westfälisches Dampfboot, Münster, p.39.

(10)	 White, S. (2002): Thinking race, thinking development.  
In: Third World Quarterly 3/2002, p.412. 

(11)	 World Health Organization: How WHO is funded. Online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lm.

(12)	 Harman, S. (2016): The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and 
Legitimacy in Global Health Governance. In: Global Governance 22, 
pp.349-368, online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-ln.

(13)	 Zerbe, N. (2004): Feeding the famine? American food aid and the 
GMO debate in Southern Africa. In: Food Policy, volume 29, issue 
6, pp.593-608.

(14)	 CIMMYT: TELA Maize Project. Online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lo.

(15)	 Schultz, S./Bendix, D. (2015): Bevölkerungspolitik reloaded:  
zwischen BMZ und Bayer. In: PERIPHERIE - Politik, Ökonomie,  
Kultur, 35(3), pp.447-468. Online:  
www.doi.org/10.3224/peripherie.v35i140.22998.

(16)	 Bayer AG (2022): Bayer signs grant agreement to advance  
innovation in non-hormonal contraception. Online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lp.

[Last access online sources: 02.05.2024]

An updated look at the 
role genetic engineering 

plays in international 
and especially German 
development policy is 
more than necessary.



M A G A Z I N E  | Gen-ethischer Informationsdienst Nr. 269 | 05.2024

9Dossier: development cooperation

Last year you published the book "The Bill Gates Prob-
lem".(1) What motivated you to learn about Bill Gates?
You have this phenomenally rich man, Bill Gates. Today, he's 

worth 130 billion US-Dollars and runs a very powerful private 

foundation, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, whose en-

dowment today is 67 billion US-Dollars. He has a great deal of 

money, but also a great deal of influence on the world stage. He's 

traveling around the world, meeting with government leaders, 

shaping priorities, shaping the agenda of governments, and also 

shaping how tax dollars are spent.

One of the most fascinating parts of the book for me 
was how foundations work in the U.S. Could you elabo-
rate a bit on how the Gates Foundation operates, where 
the money comes from and how it uses its money?
In the United States, it is incorporated as a non-profit private 

foundation and there are very few rules and regulations governing 

how it works: Bill Gates donates money from his private wealth to 

his private foundation and in doing so, he gets massive personal 

tax breaks because of the way the US tax code is written. Now that 

money sits in the Gates Foundation's bank account, where most 

years it's generating billions of dollars in investment income. 

Again, this is tax free income and one reason why the Gates Foun-

dation is growing over time. You would expect the reserves and 

endowment of an institution in the business of giving money to 

be diminishing over the time. But you find the exact opposite with 

the Gates Foundation, where it's getting richer over time.

In terms of the endowment the investments are into anything 

and everything from private prisons to fast food companies. The 

foundation is positioned to make money from products, practices, 

industries that many would say are harming the very same poor 

people that the Gates Foundation intends or aims to help. So, 

there's a kind of conflicting mission or conflicting ethics there. In 

terms of where the Gates Foundation gives money, some of the 

largest recipients of the Gates Foundation's funding are organiza-

tions where the Gates Foundation sits on the board of directors.  

I think the top destination of foundation’s funding is a vaccine 

distribution procurement organization called GAVI in Switzer-

land.(2) And the Gates Foundation sits on the board of directors. 

So, Bill Gates is donating money from his private wealth to his 

private foundation, where he continues to exercise control over it 

and then goes to an outside organization where the Gates Foun-

dation sits on the board of directors. At a point you have to say, is 

this charity?

Bill Gates made his career as the founder of Microsoft; 
did he adopt strategies from this business into his 
foundation?
I think we've either forgotten or forgiven Bill Gates’ first chapter as 

software technologist, the head of Microsoft. We've imagined that 

he was a cold-hearted capitalist, and now he's this kind-hearted 

philanthropist who has really changed his character, his person-

ality and his ambitions. But that's not at all what happened. Bill 

Gates today remains the 

exact same person who ran 

Microsoft. And you see that 

in the values and sensibili-

ties and the approaches he 

brings to the Gates Foun-

dation. For example, in his 

work with pharmaceuticals, 

where he is working with 

and through the largest 

multinational pharmaceu-

tical companies to try to 

bring new drugs and vac-

cines to the marketplace. 

It’s very much a classically 

neoliberal sensibility. It's 

about market-based solutions, it's about corporate power, it's 

about technology as a solution to everything and the importance 

to preserve intellectual property at all costs.

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is the largest private founda-
tion in the world and is active in many fields of technology to combat 
poverty. US journalist Tim Schwab published his critical research on 
the foundation in the book “The Bill Gates Problem” in 2023.

Interview with Tim Schwab,
investigative journalist. He has been researching the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation since 2019.

The interview was conducted by Pascal Segura Kliesow, edited by Isabelle Bartram.

“DOING MORE HARM 

THAN GOOD”
INTERVIEW ON PHILANTHROCAPITALISM 

AND THE GATES FOUNDATION

It's about market-based 
solutions, it's about cor-
porate power, it's about 
technology as a solution 

to everything and the 
importance to preserve 
intellectual property at 

all costs.
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The other way that the Gates Foundation is like Microsoft, is that 

today it is hounded by allegations of exercising monopoly power 

and bullying because it has so much money that it can go into 

a given field and to a great degree, take it over. It raises a lot of 

questions about science, about research, and about how effective 

it actually is in all this work. In many of the areas that the Gates 

Foundation works, it stands accused of doing more harm than 

good. And after writing the book, that's certainly the conclusion 

that I came up with.

I don't doubt that Bill Gates is well-meaning in the sense that he 

really believes that he's helping the world. The problem is he's 

helping the world the only way he knows how, which is by taking 

control. So he is forcing his ideas and solutions in a fundamentally 

anti-democratic way, in ways that are counterproductive, that cre-

ate all kinds of collateral damage and opportunity costs. 

Where do you see the problem with regard to the  
research funds that come from the foundation?
A kind of quirk of the Gates Foundation is that it's donating money 

to private companies like Pfizer, which again, strains the common 

definition of charity. Why would we give tax benefits to Bill Gates 

or the Gates Foundation for donating money to a massive, major 

multinational pharmaceutical company? If you look at people who 

can't afford access to lifesaving medicine – is Big Pharma really a 

humanitarian partner in solving this problem, or are they the ob-

stacle? 

The Gates Foundation legitimizes and normalizes pharmaceutical 

companies as humanitarian partners in humanitarian bodies. By 

doing so, they're standing in the way of more egalitarian strategies 

that would challenge Big Pharma's power in the marketplace, 

which in practice means that the lifesaving medicines they sell are 

too expensive for poor people to access.

The Gates Foundation has a number of markets shaping projects, 

as they call them, that try and get around this market failure. They 

try and negotiate prices with big pharma and do bulk purchasing. 

But, you know, that is one way to tackle this problem but it's not 

the only way. If you look back on the foundation’s history, it's argu-

ably the least efficient way, certainly the least just way in terms of 

access to medicine. 

There are major transparency problems at the Gates Foundation 

that limit what we can see. But from everything that has been pub-

lished, you can see that something around 90 percent of its char-

itable dollars go to rich nations. That should be counter-intuitive, 

because if you go to the Gates Foundation's website, all you see are 

these images of these nameless, poor people, you know, mostly 

black and brown women and children smiling. But if you follow 

the money, the actual model of social change from Gates is not 

helping the poor, but it's helping the rich to help the poor.

Do you see colonial tendencies in the way the Gates 
Foundation operates? 
So, I do think there's something fundamentally colonial about 

the Gates Foundation that speaks to certain bias within the Gates 

Foundation: That it really doesn’t think that the global poor have 

or will ever have the sophistication, the capacity or wherewithal 

to take care of themselves. It imagines a political future in which 

there are poor who will always be poor, but their lives will be mar-

ginally better because of the philanthropic endeavors of the richest 

people on earth, like Bill Gates and the Gates Foundation.

It’s interesting that in areas like global health or public health for 

Activists repeatedly protest against the machinations of the Gates Foundation, as here in London in 2015.
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poor people, there’s now a political or social movement trending 

under the hashtag of Decolonize Global Health, where you have 

scholars and activists and practitioners who are challenging the 

fundamental colonialism you see throughout global health. This 

political movement hasn’t yet come fully to the doorstep of the 

Gates Foundation. But in many ways, it presents an existential 

threat to the Gates Foundation's modus operandi and to how it 

does business. 

Do you think that the failure of the Alliance for a Green 
revolution in Africa (AGRA) has had an impact on the 
image of the institution? Perhaps you could end with 
elaborating about this example for the readers?
It's been nearly two decades that Bill Gates said he was going to 

revolutionize African agriculture. And it started under this project 

called the Alliance for a Green Revolution (AGRA) in Africa. And 

the model essentially was like the original Green Revolution dec-

ades ago, which bypassed Africa. Gates wanted to take the same 

things that made the Green Revolution 

successful elsewhere – as he saw it – and 

bring them to sub-Saharan Africa.(3) It's 

about a kind of industrialization, an ex-

panded use of agrochemicals fertilizers, 

especially chemical fertilizers. It's about 

the use of inputs bought from foreign 

manufacturers and new high-tech vari-

eties of seeds. Gates promised that this 

revolution would double farmer incomes, 

it would cut hunger in half and it would 

dramatically increase yields and farmer 

incomes. 

So, he had certain things that he promised 

that his agriculture development plan 

would deliver and it has failed to deliver 

those. But more importantly, I think, is 

that you now have many farmer organizations across the African 

continent openly petitioning the Gates Foundation, asking it to 

stop its charitable crusade because it's causing so much harm, 

because it's standing in the way of better alternative pathways of 

agricultural development. African farmers who say we shouldn't 

be dependent on these foreign producers of agrochemicals for our 

farming to thrive. We should be able to use local knowledge and 

local solutions and locally produced inputs, working through agro-

ecology to expand and develop agriculture in the nations in which 

we work.

When you step back and think about Bill Gates, he's this multi-

billionaire in Seattle, yet he's managed to become one of the most 

powerful voices in African agriculture. What does Bill Gates know 

about farming? How does he become such a powerful voice and 

shaper of vaccine policy, of policy around contraceptive access 

and all manner of public education in the United States and else-

where? Bill Gates is claiming expertise, claiming authority, using 

his wealth and power to try to remake all of these public policies 

according to his own narrow and often wrong-headed view of how 

the world should work. 

It is a striking example of money and politics and anti-democrat-

ic power. And if we ignore the Bill Gates problem we're going to 

have a Jeff Bezos problem and a Mark Zuckerberg problem next, 

because Gates is now traveling around the world getting other 

billionaires to sign what he called the giving pledge, asking them 

to promise to give away most of their wealth to charity, to follow in 

his footsteps. So, unless we deal with our Bill Gates problem, this 

is our political future where climate change, artificial intelligence, 

public health, public education and immigration, all of these 

areas are increasingly going to be influenced by these obscenely 

rich men through philanthropy. I do think that it is a very serious 

problem for democracy that we should think about and we should 

address now, not later. 

That's not a positive prospect, but it's a good way to 
end the interview...
I myself am inspired by the political change I see all around us. 

And this is not new either. You have to look at Occupy Wall Street, 

look at Decolonize Global Health, look at Black Lives Matter. You 

see all these political social movements right now. The political 

will and the political culture is changing and it's changing in a way 

that goes against the sort of oligarchical, 

plutocratic ethos that Bill Gates brings to 

the table.

I think that his days as this kind of un-

democratic unofficial diplomat, roaming 

the world and trying to shape government 

budgets and government agenda, are 

coming to an end. He's reached his zenith. 

But it's not just going to happen. We have 

to be able to get past the political fatalism 

and to believe in another world as possi-

ble and to really fight for it. So, you know, 

I do hope that the book that I wrote does 

send that message that another world is 

possible. It's there and it's worth fighting 

for, and we should do it.

Thank you very much for the interview, it was a great 
pleasure!

Notes and references:
(1)	 Schwab, T. (2023): Das Bill-Gates-Problem: Der Mythos vom  

wohltätigen Milliardär. S. Fischer Verlag, Frankfurt am Main,  
ISBN: 978-3-10397-165-1.

(2)	 Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, is a global public-private partnership 
based in Geneva with the aim of improving access to vaccinations. 
Organizations such as Doctors Without Borders have criticized the 
influence of the pharmaceutical industry on the organization.  
Online: www.gavi.org.

(3)	 The Green Revolution refers to the development of modern agricul-
tural high-performance or high-yield varieties that began in the 1960s 
and their spread to countries in the Global South. It is based on the 
involvement of both the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Foun-
dation in the initial development in the 1940s in Mexico. It enabled 
an increase in yields and an associated reduction in malnutrition and 
child mortality rates. However, it is criticized for, among other things, 
environmental damage caused by the intensification of cultivation, 
the use of mineral fertilizers and pesticides, and irrigation.

You now have many 
farmer organizations 

across the African conti-
nent openly petitioning 
the Gates Foundation, 

asking it to stop its cha-
ritable crusade because 

it's causing so much 
harm.
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Just a few years ago, in 2019, the Federal Minister for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, Gerd Müller, declared: "The ma-

jor challenge in terms of population development is the African 

continent, where the population will have doubled by 2050. This 

puts great pressure on the limited resources of these countries. 

Development policy must therefore make a contribution to reduc-

ing birth rates."(1) The fact that population policy has always been 

and still is part of so-called development cooperation (DC) is no 

longer stated quite as obviously in 2024. Instead, there is much 

talk of "feminist development policy" and "self-determined family 

planning". 

Reproduction as a field of power and control

Already during European colonialism population control was a 

part of the oppression and exploitation apparatus, even if its poli-

cies were often times contradictory. After permitting abortion dur-

ing the early stages of colonisation, to reduce pregnancy-related 

absences of enslaved laborers, the colonizers were confronted with 

a decline in population in the colonised areas at the beginning of 

the 20th century. In what was then called German East Africa, 

for example, the colonisers reacted with an abortion ban, set up 

a number of birth centers, under the euphemistic title “Maternal 

Health Care” and illegalized traditional doulas.(2) The centers’ ti-

tles do not only obscure the fact that they were not meant to im-

prove the health of the colonised, but instead secure the future 

supply of forced laborers. They also suggest a false reason for the 

population decline – instead of enslavement, forced labor, bad 

sanitary conditions, poverty and hunger, the blame was put on the 

practices of traditional midwives and the alleged absence of “sex-

ual morals” and hygiene.(3) Strikingly, these are the same stereo-

types used today to claim  a looming overpopulation.

The myth of overpopulation

The perceived threat of overpopulation as an obstacle to devel-

opment (but implicitly also as a racist scarecrow scenario in which 

the white, Western world makes up an even smaller proportion of 

the world's population) characterised development policy from 

the Second World War onwards. Development cooperation was 

supposed to "regulate fertility and thus contribute to a reduction 

in misery".(4) This myth was further fuelled by the publication of 

the book "The Population Bomb" by biologist Paul Ehrlich in 1968, 

in which he predicted global hunger and bitter distribution strug-

gles for humanity, as the available resources would not be able to 

keep up with population growth in the Global South. Among other 

things, the idea of an explosive population growth completely ig-

nored the fact that the exploitation of resources is distributed very 

differently around the world.(5)

The discourse was characterised by the image of allegedly 

ill-considered to non-existent family planning in countries of the 

Global South, which was contrasted with the supposedly superior 

and more rational nuclear family model of Western societies. The 

message was that people in the Global South only needed to be 

made to understand they should have fewer children and provided 

with the means for birth control.

From population policy to family planning

The UN World Population Conference in Cairo in 1994 seemed 

to herald the end of this era: a shift in focus from number-fixated 

population planning to individual reproductive rights and self-

determined family planning with a strong emphasis on the impor-

tance of gender equality marked a turning point in development 

cooperation, at least superficially. Population policy disappeared 

as a key concept, now only appearing hidden behind concepts of 

sexual and reproductive health. This strategy changed once again 

with the "Family Planning Summit", which took place in London in 

2012. In addition to governments, e.g. of the USA, the UK, Germa-

ny, Norway, Ethiopia, Kenya, India, Nigeria and Indonesia, not only 

public organisations such as the United Nations Population Fund 

(UNFPA) and the World Health Organisation (WHO) took part, but 

they were joined by private foundations such as the Gates Founda-

tion and pharmaceutical companies such as Bayer and Pfizer.(6a)

This was followed by the initiation of the FP2020 committee, 

which set itself the goal of providing an additional 120 million peo-

ple in the Global South with access to contraceptives by 2020. The 

following year, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Coop-

eration and Development published a strategy paper (7) on "Popu-

lation Dynamics" – population policy had thus once again become 

By Jonte Lindemann, 
employee at GeN and editor of GID magazine.

Public interventions in reproductive lives and choices 
have a long-standing tradition. In so-called develop-
ment cooperations, population policies are usually 
disguised as “family planning”. But whose interests are 
at stake? And how is it connected with the old myth of 
overpopulation? 

BETWEEN „SELF-DETERMINATION“ 

AND FULFILLING QUOTAS 
„FAMILY PLANNING“ IN 

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION
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a guiding principle of German development cooperation, even if 

the majority of these endeavours now run under the umbrella of 

family planning.

With the objective of FP2020, the focus was set. In addition to the 

national contributions to the programme’s funding, multilateral 

collaborations involving foundations and companies, among oth-

ers, also increased. This shift was most evi-

dent in the "Implant Access Programmes", 

which were primarily concerned with the 

provision and insertion of hormonal con-

traceptive implants, including the Jadelle 

Initiative. "In this context, Bayer and the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation agreed 

to provide 27 million units of the Jadelle 

contraceptive implant marketed by Bayer 

over six years at a reduced price per im-

plant from 18 to 8.50 US dollar."(6b)

The implant was presented as ideal for 

"developing countries" as it offers contra-

ceptive protection for up to five years. How-

ever, it was largely unclear how a desired premature removal or the 

treatment of side effects could be guaranteed in areas without com-

prehensive access to medical care. In this respect, the programmes 

initiated as part of FP2020 are symptomatic of a development in in-

ternational development cooperation: donors are investing less in 

the UN's core programmes (for example in the field of basic health-

care) and are instead pouring resources into programmes with a very 

specific focus. In this way, donors – and not just state actors, but also 

philanthropic foundations – are influencing policy strategies and 

have been able to prioritise population policy in the process.

Self-determination vs. fulfilling quotas 

FP2020 has since been replaced by FP2030 – what has remained 

is the focus on measurable success. Its website states: "We're fun-

damentally data-driven and believe in the power of data to drive 

results and measure impact"(8). But how do you measure success 

when the stated overarching goals are reproductive choice, autono-

my and empowerment, and gender equal-

ity? The indicators (9) that FP2030 uses to 

quantify the impact of its own programmes 

provide little information on whether the 

conditions under which people in the 

Global South make decisions concerning 

family planning and contraception have 

improved in terms of a good information 

base and greater freedom of choice.

The only exception: the "Method In-

formation Index Plus", which is based on 

surveys on knowledge about side effects 

and information about alternative contra-

ceptive methods. However, no details are 

collected on which alternatives the respondents were informed 

about, for example whether they were offered methods that can 

be discontinued at short notice in addition to long-term hormonal 

contraception. The main factors measured are the use of modern 

contraceptive methods in absolute figures, the rate of teenage preg-

nancies, the availability of contraceptives from certain healthcare 

providers and one figure in particular: CYPs – Couple Years of Pro-

tection, i.e. the years that a (heterosexual) couple is protected from 

unwanted pregnancies. The focus on this figure was already heavily 

criticised in the context of FP2020.

In reality, development cooperation family planning programs often only provide a few of the many different methods of contraception. 
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In a two-part report published in 2020 (10), Dutch journalists 

Lisa Peters and Marlies Pilon showed the effect that the target of 

increasing CYP has on the counselling and care practices of the 

organisations providing ser-

vices on the ground. During 

their research, they visited 

family planning centres and 

clinics in Uganda, but also 

spoke to local health ex-

perts and activists. During 

their travels, they repeatedly 

heard from women who ac-

tually wanted contraceptive 

pills or a three-month injec-

tion but ended up receiving a hormone implant with an effective 

duration of three years. According to Jackson Chekweko, Director 

of Reproductive Health Uganda, the CYP target was a big problem 

and that his organisation was dependent on donations – the pres-

sure to use more long-term contraceptives stood in the way of free-

dom of choice and unbiased counselling.

Generating data – at any cost?

The fact that the rights and health of girls and women in the 

Global South are not always the core driver for the design of pro-

grammes was sadly demonstrated in the context of a study about 

a possible link between a contraceptive implant and an increased 

HIV infection rate among its users. After some countries consid-

ered removing the Depo-Provera implant from their family plan-

ning programmes in the face of a possible link between the two, the 

WHO launched a study with start-up funding from the Gates Foun-

dation: Evidence for Contraceptive Options and HIV Outcomes 

(ECHO). In addition to conflicts of interest (the Gates Foundation 

owns shares in various pharmaceutical companies, including Pfiz-

er, the manufacturer of Depo-Provera), there were other, perhaps 

even more serious violations of ethical standards such as bonuses 

for recruiting participants and language in the informed consent 

forms that put moral pressure on the participants (young women 

aged between 16 and 35) and downplayed health risks. In addition, 

there was inadequate medical care and counselling during partici-

pation in the study and insufficient legal protection for the test sub-

jects.(11) How valid is data collected under such circumstances? 

And what does this kind of treatment of people in the Global South 

mean for "development policy" programmes and concepts of fam-

ily planning where similar actors are involved?

Feminist development policies?

After taking office, the new Federal Minister for Economic Co-

operation and Development, Svenja Schulze, announced her in-

tention to place women and girls at the centre of German develop-

ment cooperation. In 2022, the BMZ launched the "Strengthening 

sexual and reproductive health and rights" initiative, followed in 

2023 by a strategy paper entitled "Feminist development policy".

Even though Development Minister Schulze has repeatedly em-

phasised that she wants to set different priorities than her prede-

cessors, the idea of dangerous overpopulation has not completely 

disappeared. On the occasion of the publication of the World Pop-

ulation Report 2023, she declared: "The right response to popula-

tion issues is a policy that strengthens the rights and opportunities 

of women and girls. If we as humanity want to enable a good life 

for eight billion people, then women and girls must be given equal 

rights worldwide. If you empower women and girls, you empower 

entire societies. This is a key to good development and, as a result, 

also helps to steer population development in a sustainable direc-

tion for the planet and for us humans."(12)

We therefore, cannot assume an abandonment of population 

control – for 2022 and 2023, Germany has committed to using 

200 million euro of its bilateral funding in the area of family plan-

ning and reproductive health as part of FP2030.(13) In the near fu-

ture, nothing is likely to change in terms of prioritisation and the 

influence of actors without democratic legitimisation such as the 

Gates Foundation. 

Notes and references:
(1)	 BMZ (12.11.2019): Pressemitteilung: Deutschland steigert  

internationales Engagement für Familienplanung. Online:  
www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lq.

(2)	 Bendix, D. (2010): The Colonial Fear of „Underpopulation”:  
Debates on Health and Population in German East Africa.  
Online: www.kurzelinks.de/gid269-lr.

(3)	 Bendix, D. (2013): „Fürsorge für die Eingeborenen“. Deutsche  
koloniale Bevölkerungspolitik. In: GID 217, p.20. Online:  
www.gen-ethisches-netzwerk.de/fuersorge-fuer-die-eingeborenen. 

(4)	 Deuser, P. (2010): Genderspezifische Entwicklungspolitiken und 
Bevölkerungsdiskurse: Das Konzept der „Sexuellen und Reproduk-
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long-term contraceptives 

stood in the way of 
freedom of choice and 
unbiased counselling.
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Within the last decade, molecular and big data biology devel-

opments have opened doors to novel genetic engineering (GE) 

techniques deployed by the biotechnology industry, including 

synthetic biology based on clustered regularly interspaced short 

palindromic repeats (CRISPR-Cas-9) gene editing techniques.(1a) 

Gene drives are an extreme form of GE that is part of the package 

of synthetic biology techniques.(2a) They are ‘mutagenic chain re-

actions’ designed to spread throughout a population – overriding 

Mendelian inheritance patterns.(1b) This means that a single trait 

introduced at one time could spread throughout an entire species 

and lead to that species becoming altered for a long period or fac-

ing extinction. 

In Africa, gene drives have been proposed as a tool to prevent the 

spread of malaria. Globally, gene drives are also being proposed 

for pest control in agriculture and environmental conservation – 

e.g. eradication of invasive species – and military applications. In-

structively, the United States military Defense Advanced Research 

Projects Agency (DARPA) is one of the largest funders of gene drive 

research.(3a) With the nature of gene drives being to spread rapid-

ly through the population and to bring about irreversible chang-

es, across national and international borders, they present a new 

level of risks and biosafety concerns globally and for Africa. It is 

especially concerning in the light that, currently, there are no inter-

national biosafety risk assessments in place to regulate gene drive 

organisms (GDO) to prevent environmental and health risks.

Position and influence of the African Union

The African Union (AU) has wholeheartedly endorsed gene drive 

technology.(2b) The AU Development Agency-New Partnership for 

Africa's Development (AUDA-NEPAD) in collaboration with vari-

ous organisations, is spearheading efforts to explore the potential 

of gene drives for malaria control.(4) Funding comes from the 

Open Philanthropy Project, a foundation started by a co-founder of 

Facebook. An AU report on emerging technologies highlights gene 

drive techniques like population suppression and replacement to 

combat malaria. In addition, AUDA-NEPAD conducts outreach ac-

tivities, including meetings and workshops, across different regions 

of Africa, including Ghana (West Africa), Kenya (East Africa), Bot-

swana (Southern Africa) and Gabon (Central Africa), in partnership 

with the International Life Sciences Institute Research Foundation. 

These are done to expedite the adoption of gene drives alongside 

permissive regulatory frameworks. Currently, gene drive regulation 

is featured under the biotechnology framework of the Commission 

of Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS).

Africa – a testing ground for gene drive experiments: 
the case of Target Malaria 

In Africa, the deployment of global gene drives for disease vector 

eradication is being pushed as the first potential gene drive appli-

cation designed to eradicate the malaria-carrying Anopheles mos-

quitoes. The research and development (R&D) of transgenic and 

gene drive mosquitoes is largely carried out by a consortium called 

Target Malaria, comprised of American and European universities 

and research institutions – with partners from African research 

institutions.(5a) The biggest funders include the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation (BMGF), the Open Philanthropy Project Fund, 

and DARPA. Individual laboratories also receive additional funding 

from a variety of sources to support their respective work, includ-

ing the United Kingdom government (UK Department of Environ-

ment, Food and Rural Affairs and the Medical Research Council), 

the Wellcome Trust (a UK-based charity), the European Commis-

sion, the Ugandan Ministry of Health, and the Ugandan National 

Council for Science and Technology (UNCST).(6a) 

Target Malaria has been operating in several countries on the Afri-

can continent including Burkina Faso, Ghana, Uganda, Mali, and most 

recently Cape Verde, and is touted as being the first to develop a gene 

drive application for release.(5b) Target Malaria specifies a phased ap-

proach by starting with the release of non-gene drive genetically mod-

ified (GM) sterile male mosquitoes in the first phase and ultimately 

the release of gene drives in further phases.(3b) Open releases of non-

gene drive GM mosquitoes are intended to test the infrastructure and 

systems for the eventual release of gene drive mosquitoes. 

First ever releases of GM mosquitoes in Africa: the case 
of Burkina Faso 

Burkina Faso is the first country where Target Malaria released the 

non-gene drive GM mosquitoes Anopheles gambiae in the village 

of Bana on 1st July 2019, after obtaining approval from the Nation-

al Biosafety Agency (Agence Nationale de Biosecurite – ABN). This 

took place following experiments on imported mosquitoes in 2016, 

which were led locally by the Institut de Recherche en Sciences de 

By Sabrina Masinjila, 
Research and Advocacy Officer at the African Centre for Biodiversity, www.
acbio.org.za

Prevent the spread of malaria-carrying mosquitoes in 
Africa – that is the expectation surrounding a new bio-
technology called gene drives in which organisms are 
genetically modified so that they do not follow classic 
rules of inheritance. Concerns about the efficacy and 
impact of the technology are growing – yet gene drive 
research continues in Africa.

NEOCOLONIAL EXPERIMENT
HOW DANGEROUS ARE GENE DRIVE MOSQUITOS

FOR AFRICA?
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la Sante (IRSS). The open release – the first on the African continent 

– was done despite African civil society organisations (CSOs) raising 

numerous serious concerns and forewarnings for several years that 

the project was turning Africa into a testing ground for risky tech-

nologies. These groups argued that the open release was meant only 

for experimental purposes and not expected to deliver any benefits 

for malaria control and was thus highly unethical.(7a) Further, they 

argued that releasing GM male-sterile mosquitoes presented risks of 

inadvertent release of biting female mosquitoes because of imper-

fect sex sorting of mosquitoes, or the possible failure of the sterility 

mechanism. In addition, several different Anopheles mosquito spe-

cies can transmit malaria, including A. arabiensis and A. funestus, 

and thus targeting only one species of mosquito may result in anoth-

er species taking its place and continuing to transmit malaria, which 

could be harder to eradicate.(6b) Further concerns were raised 

about the lack of meaningful, open, and transparent consultation 

with affected communities. There was also no comprehensive risk 

assessment subject to open and transparent public consultations, as 

mandated by the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (CPB), to which 

Burkina Faso is a party.(7b) Thus, the release took place without ful-

filling the international obligation of prior informed consent. Other 

regulatory concerns included the lack of transboundary notification 

by Imperial College for the importation of GM insect eggs to Burkina 

Faso from the UK, as required by the CPB, to which the UK is also a 

Party.(6c) 

However, Target Malaria remains unrepentant and has sought 

and obtained  further approval to conduct experiments on GM male 

bias mosquitoes in 2022, and in doing so, is continuing to lay the 

ground for future experiments and releases of gene drive mosquitoes 

in the country.(8) Despite initial laboratory work being undertaken, 

the country Mali has withdrawn from the Target Malaria project for 

unclear reasons. In Uganda, according to Target Malaria, the project 

is still nascent, focusing on conducting entomological mosquito col-

lections from field sites on islands within Lake Victoria and mainland 

sites (9), while in Ghana the project is still in the early stages.(10)  

Noteworthy is that all these projects are being done in collaboration 

with national research institutions, particularly the Uganda Virus Re-

search Institute (UVRI) and the University of Ghana. 

Other GE projects in Africa

Other projects have emerged that include work on GE and gene 

drive mosquitoes. These include Transmission Zero – an inter-

national research programme – focused on gene drive technolo-

gy development.(11) Transmission Zero involves partners from 

Tanzania including the Ifakara Health Institute and the National 

Institute of Medical Research as well as researchers from Imperi-

al College London in the UK. The University of California Malaria 

Initiative in Sao Tome and Principe also promotes gene drive sys-

tems, which adopt a phased approach as well.(12) Additionally, 

Oxitec Company – which is a UK-based commercial company that 

produces GM mosquitoes and other insects –, in partnership with 

Association Mutualis and the Djibouti National Malaria Control 

Programme (PNLP), is developing GM mosquitoes of the species 

Anopheles stephensi to combat malaria.(13) It is not certain to what 

extent adequate democratic public consultations have taken place 

with communities and what, if any, biosafety procedures have been 

adhered to, in embarking upon these projects by these institutions. 

This is especially pertinent considering the absence of interna-

tionally recognised biosafety governance mechanisms for African 

governments to regulate such experiments. Currently, guidance 

regarding the regulation of gene drive mosquitoes is still underway 

at the global level under the Convention for Biological Diversity 

(CBD) by way of an Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group working on 

Risk Assessment protocols. 

It is also worth noting that Oxitec has come under heavy criti-

cism for not delivering on their promises after they released GM 

mosquitoes in other countries. Oxitec’s GM mosquitoes project in 

Anopheles, a genus in the mosquito family, is the most common carrier of the malaria pathogen in humans.
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Mexico was abandoned after unintentional cross-breeding with 

non-GM mosquitoes occurred. In the Cayman Islands the Environ-

mental Health Minister in 2018, confirmed that Oxitec’s GM mos-

quito trials had failed.(14) Similar cases of discontinuation of GM 

mosquito trials have taken place in Malaysia and Panama. In India 

GM mosquito projects of Oxitec subsidiaries have been dormant 

for several years. The releases by Oxitec worldwide, including those 

in Florida and Brazil, continue to expose communities and envi-

ronments to unnecessary risks.

The unsubstantiated claims of gene drive to eradicate 
malaria

The purported claims that gene drive technologies will eradicate 

malaria are unfounded and questionable. There is a lack of data 

necessary to predict the potential efficacy of gene drive technolo-

gy, as in the case of the Anopheles gambiae, with studies showing 

resistance to gene drive constructs that are so far unsuccessfully 

countered by developing newer constructs.(2c) This has also been 

corroborated by a recent report released by the World Health Or-

ganisation (WHO) in 2022, highlighting challenges with Target Ma-

laria’s gene drive mosquitoes.(15) These developments are a warn-

ing that the technologies are doomed to fail while exposing many 

African populations to risky technologies. Furthermore, claims by 

gene drive developers that risks are unlikely – including ecological 

and human health risks, are also unfounded as planned projects 

have no understanding of how other organisms in the ecosystem, 

such as fish, bats, flowers and insects, could respond to gene drive 

releases.(2c) At the moment, current risk assessment methods are 

inadequate for assessing gene drives. Therefore, it is particularly 

difficult to assess how ecosystems and species would behave across 

time and space, considering the potential accumulation of muta-

tions that may occur due to off-target activity of CRISPR systems 

at each generation, which is also connected to the genetic diver-

sity of targeted populations. With regards to health impacts, it is 

yet unknown how, for example, niche replacement could affect the 

transmission of malaria or other vector-borne diseases.(16)

Links to industrial agricultural gene drive systems 

The huge attention by the biotech industry on gene drive appli-

cations in the public health sector should not desensitize us from 

what is happening with agricultural gene drive applications. These 

are still ongoing with quiet support from large-scale agricultural 

corporations and include suggested applications for reversing her-

bicide resistance in weeds, livestock alterations, and suppression 

of pest species.(3c) Already, various patents exist for agricultural 

applications and there is also immense lobbying for a permissive 

gene drive policy by agribusiness, devoid of public discussion. 

Conclusion

Malaria is a huge public health challenge in Africa, resulting in 

massive casualties every year, which requires countries to seek in-

terventions that eradicate the structural causes of malaria, such as 

clean water and sanitation, and strengthen the public health sys-

tems. The reliance on technofixes based on risky technologies such 

as gene drives is not the solution to solving this problem. These 

technologies stem from the same systems that have caused the 

health and agricultural crises globally.(5c) The BMGF funds these 

technologies while also investing directly in chemical corporations 

and agribusiness, which are creating the very public health prob-

lems that the Gates Foundation is purporting to address. 

Imperialist projects are not interested in bettering the lives of 

Africans. Africa’s agency in addressing health problems such as 

malaria is also overlooked by reductionist Western scientific ap-

proaches which have long been used to justify imperialist projects, 

as well as provide the necessary tools for their application, while 

denigrating and simultaneously appropriating indigenous scien-

tific systems in the process. Just recently, the WHO certified Cape 

Verde as malaria-free, making it the third country in Africa to be so 

– yet the country is part of a new gene drive mosquito project.(17) 

Cape Verde strengthens the country’s health system and provides 

an example for other countries to emulate. Should this not give us 

pause to question the motives of Target Malaria and others who 

foist GM and gene-drive mosquitoes on the continent since these 

are bound to fail, as has been revealed by recent examples?  
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