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Editorial 
 

Greening Evolution 
 
The second week in July marks the occasion of an extraordinary conference entitled "Future Trends in Genetics and 
Biotechnology for Safe Environment," sponsored by the Egyptian Society for Environmental Sciences (ESES) with 
support from various local and international agencies.   The conference venue at Ismaila, Egypt – half way through the 
famous Suez Canal on the university campus – is particularly instructive for attempts by humans to control the 
environment on a large scale (Figure 1).  The technological, social, and ecological history of the Suez Canal is rich in 
sophisticated intrigue, but it is also accompanied by some environmental impacts, including the so called Erythrean 
Invasion representing the dominance of species from the salty waters of the Red Sea over the freshwater species of the 
Mediterranean.  Even here, we have important lessons from the strategy of biological evolution through natural 
selection, and the co-evolution of life and environment.   
 
We are now deep within the age of biotechnology and genetics, and the rapidly emerging techniques have opened 
doors of exploration and creativity with tremendous implications for human welfare, industrial ecology and environmental 
safety1, 2.  It is arguable that the rewards of genetic engineering and biotechnology are most needed in developing 
countries and those with economies in transition. However, most of the research activities remain grounded in affluent 
countries, and the prospects of technology transfer remain subject to powerful political and economic challenges.  The 
task for academicians and public officials is first and foremost to encourage the roots of scientific research at the local 
level and to further investments in trans-boundary institutions that support the exchange of ideas, and resources and 
technologies across nations3, 4.  Within this framework, a successful scientific conference strives to bring active 
researchers together for the purposes of charting the status of knowledge and future trends.  The conference at Ismaila 
is important and timely, in part because there is a large variability in scientific capacity and attitudes toward 
biotechnology and genetic engineering on the host continent.  For example, the information presented in Figure 2 shows 
that only South Africa allows the cultivation of genetically-engineered crops. Seven countries have rejected food items 
produced through genetic engineering, and four countries have banned genetically modified organisms (GMO).  This 
variation is also reflected in international ratification of Biosafety protocols.  It is not entirely clear what political or cultural 
forces are behind the adoption of genetic engineering and biotechnology in Africa, but as the scientific research 
proceeds, we must encourage interdisciplinary dialogue to ensure that checks and balances are integrated in the 
educational and societal institutions upon which sustainability depends.  
 
Congratulations to the organizers of the 3rd International Conference of the Egyptian Society for Environmental Sciences 
for the inspired focus on genetic engineering and biotechnology.  Much work remains to be done, but this is a great start. 
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Figure 1.  The Suez Canal is visible from Space according to this image by a NASA satellite on January 30, 2001 
 



�

 
Figure 2. Variation in the attitude toward genetic engineering and biotechnology in Africa� 
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