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Abstract: Two genetically improved tilapia strains (GIFT and Akosombo) have been 

created with Oreochromis niloticus (Nile tilapia), which is native to Africa. In particular, 

GIFT has been shown to be significantly superior to local African tilapia strains in terms of 

growth rate. While development economists see the potential for food security and poverty 

reduction in Africa from culture of these new strains of tilapia, conservationists are wary of 

potential ecological and genetic impacts on receiving ecosystems and native stocks of 

tilapia. This study reviews the history of the GIFT technology, and identifies potential 

environmental and genetic risks of improved and farmed strains and tilapia in general.  

We also estimate the potential economic gains from the introduction of genetically 

improved strains in Africa, using Ghana as a case country. Employing a combination of the 

Economic-Surplus model and Monte Carlo simulation, we found the mean net present 

value (NPV) of the introduction of the GIFT strain in Ghana to be approximately 1% of the 

country’s gross domestic product. Sensitivity analysis indicated that the difference in 

growth or yield between the GIFT and locally-available strains has the largest effect on 

mean NPV. We conclude that improvements in management practices and infrastructure 

could increase the yield and profitability of the local strains even if genetically-improved 

strains are not introduced. These improvements also will ensure the realization of the full 

potential of introduced strains. 
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1. The Importance of Aquaculture to Africa’s Development 

Capture fisheries production has levelled off and is no longer considered capable of sustaining the 

supply of fisheries products needed to meet growing global demand [1]. Aquaculture, especially of 

tilapias, has the potential to play a leading role in the fight against food insecurity, malnutrition, and 

poverty in Africa [2]. The continent has an immense biological diversity of native fish resources. 

However, due to poor management and genetic erosion, most aquaculture stocks in current use on the 

continent are genetically inferior to wild, undomesticated stocks [3,4]. It is widely accepted that 

successful aquaculture development in Africa requires improvements in feed quality and availability, 

business and marketing models, and local technical capacity. Another important factor that should be 

considered is the effective utilization and management of fish genetic resources [4,5]. Specifically, 

improved strains that are faster growing, resistant to disease, and suited for culture in a variety of fish 

farming conditions could go a long way to meet the demand for fish protein [6]. 

2. Tilapia Characteristics and Production 

Tilapias (Family: Cichlidae) are suitable for various aquaculture systems due to their ease of 

propagation, tolerance to handling, fast growth on both natural and manufactured feeds, tolerance of a 

wide range of environmental conditions, and high palatability, marketability and nutrient content [7]. 

They are especially well-suited for culture in developing countries due to their fast growth and short 

generation time, tolerance to a wide range of environmental conditions, resistance to stress and disease, 

ability to reproduce in captivity, and their acceptance of artificial feeds right after yolk-sac absorption [8]. 

Global aquaculture production of tilapias increased from 28,000 tonnes to over 3 million tonnes 

from 1970 to 2010 [9]. Globally, the tilapias were the dominant species group caught in inland 

fisheries between 2000 and 2005 (the tilapias were surpassed in 2005 by the cyprinids [10]). In terms 

of aquaculture production, the tilapias comprise approximately 5 percent of total global fish farming, 

second to the carps, which account for more than 70 percent [11]. However, aquaculture of tilapia in 

Africa constitutes only approximately 19% of the world’s tilapia production [12]. 

3. Social Benefits of Tilapia 

Historically and from a social standpoint, the most important use of tilapias has been production for 

home consumption, with millions of small-scale fish farmers in more than 100 countries 

supplementing their diets with tilapia [13]. There also has been a steady increase in the number of 

family-owned tilapia marketing microenterprises in many countries. The fish often are retrieved from 

nearby ponds or tanks, cleaned, fried, and offered for sale. This fried tilapia provides a considerable 

proportion of dietary protein and calories in these developing countries [13]. More commonly, fresh 

tilapia also is provided for sale either at the farm gate or in local markets. However, tilapias have 

grown in importance from being just a low-cost, high-protein food fish (“aquatic chicken” [14]) 
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employed by development agencies to feed the poor in the world’s rural areas, to a highly-domesticated 

“livestock” with annual sales amounting to over $2 billion globally [10,13]. In terms of economic 

importance, tilapia surpassed the salmonids in 2004, and they are expected to eventually equal the 

carps [13]. The tilapias have been referred to as the “most important global whitefish commodity” [15]. 

4. Distribution of Tilapias  

The natural distribution of tilapias is restricted to Africa, Jordan, and Israel, where 112 species and 

subspecies of the genera Oreochromis, Sarotherodon, and Tilapia have been identified [8,16–19]. 

However, only a few of these species are commercially important, and fewer still are of aquacultural 

importance [11]. Oreochromis niloticus, O. aureus, and various hybrids of these with O. mossambicus 

are regarded as the most important aquaculture species [11]. For example, in China, of the reported  

1.1 million tonnes of O. niloticus produced in 2008, approximately one-quarter was a hybrid between 

Nile tilapia (O. niloticus) and blue tilapia (O. aureus) [10]. All of the important aquaculture species 

have been introduced extensively outside of their native range. In the 20th century alone, tilapias were 

introduced into 90 countries for aquaculture, fisheries, the aquarium trade, or inadvertently [20–22]. 

However, their intolerance to low temperatures (below 20 °C) restricts culture to warmer areas [11]. 

5. Background to Genetic Improvement of Tilapias 

Due to the increasing importance of the tilapias in global fish farming, the intensity and diversity of 

efforts to improve the genetic baseline of these species have intensified over the last few decades. 

Ponzoni et al. [23] showed that genetic improvement is one of the most powerful and least expensive 

means of increasing the efficiency of aquaculture. Both traditional animal breeding and science-based 

quantitative genetic approaches have been used to improve tilapia phenotypes [24]. Other important 

genetic improvement methods include innovative chromosomal manipulations, physiological alteration 

of sex determination, gene transfer, and genetic marker-assisted breeding [24,25]. Traditional animal 

breeding approaches are still the most practical means of improving tilapia stocks for low-tech producers 

in most countries, and these approaches basically exploit additive and non-additive gene effects [24]. 

One common traditional approach to genetic improvement is the practice of individual selection, or 

selective breeding, which is based on the underlying principle that some significant portion of the 

variation in observable performance is due to individual genotypes, and that a component of these 

genotypic influences is directly heritable from parent to offspring [24]. Even in cases of high 

heritability, a measurable amount of phenotypic variation is needed to enhance growth rate through 

selection. Random genetic drift and excessive inbreeding result in lower heritabilities due to reduced 

genetic variation, posing a frequent problem in tilapia culture since a large number of broodstock on 

any particular farm most likely originated from a few individuals [24]. Hence, selection is usually a 

viable approach for tilapia genetic improvement where sufficient genetic variation exists [24]. 

According to Ponzoni et al. [23], selective breeding has a number of advantages over other genetic 

approaches: continuous genetic gain is possible, genetic gains can be handed down from one 

generation to the next, and gains in a nucleus can be multiplied and expressed in millions of 

individuals in the production sector. 
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The Genetic Improvement of Farmed Tilapia (GIFT) project, one of the most significant recent 

innovations in tilapia culture, succeeded in part because it was based upon using selective breeding of 

a highly diverse synthetic base population [8]. The GIFT technology has been applied in a number of 

countries to improve local strains of tilapia. One example of applying the GIFT methodology is the 

Akosombo strain, which was developed in Ghana by the Aquaculture Research and Development 

Center (ARDEC) in collaboration with the World Fish Center in 2003 [26–28]. 

6. The Genetic Improvement of Farmed Tilapia (GIFT) Project 

The GIFT project was a collaborative research effort involving five separate research institutions 

that was implemented in the Philippines from 1988 to 1997 [29,30]. This project had the overarching 

goal of “increasing the quantity and quality of protein consumed in low income rural and urban populations 

in tropical developing countries, and in all regions of the world, leading to an increase in the income of 

low-income producers” [31]. The collaborating institutions were the International Center for Living 

Aquatic Resources Management (ICLARM, now the World Fish Center), the Philippines Bureau of 

Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR), the Freshwater Aquaculture Center of the Central Luzon 

State University (FAC-CLSU), the Marine Science Institute of the University of the Philippines 

(UPMSI), and the Institute of Aquaculture Research, Ltd., in Norway [30]. Funding for this project was 

provided by the Asian Development Bank, the United Nations Development Program, and ICLARM [30]. 

The GIFT project had three specific objectives: (1) to develop improved breeds of Nile tilapia 

(Oreochromis niloticus) and provide those fish breeds to national testing programs and then to the fish 

farmers; (2) to strengthen national institutions in aquaculture genetics research; and (3) to establish a 

mechanism for international exchange and evaluation of improved breeds and research methods [31]. 

Nile tilapia was chosen as the focal species for a number of reasons. It has a short generation time 

(approximately 8 months), which made it the perfect species for a breeding program [32]. This species 

also was growing rapidly in importance in aquaculture [14,33]. Additionally, the omnivorous diet of 

the Nile tilapia makes it an excellent fit for low-cost aquaculture, in contrast to carnivorous species that 

rely heavily on fishmeal or other expensive animal protein [31]. Also, numerous potentially useful Nile 

tilapia resource stocks existed in several countries in Africa and the Middle East. 

Before the commencement of field trials, a number of consultations were held with fish farmers and 

experts from various disciplines, and the relative importance of the improved stocks was considered 

for the various tilapia farming systems. Some of the farming systems considered were cage culture, 

backyard fish pond, rice-fish integrated culture, and more intensive systems [31]. Fingerling size was 

set at 3–7 g, and the grow-out period was 90 days, with a harvest weight of about 120 g [31]. 

Even though the natural tilapia resources are restricted mostly to Africa, the world’s main tilapia 

aquaculture industries are located in Asia [10,32]. Due to the generality that established farmed tilapia 

stocks in Asia were derived from few founder individuals, there was the suspicion that loss of variation 

through random genetic drift, inbreeding and introgression of genes from other less-desirable feral 

tilapia stocks had occurred. Hence, the project collected wild Nile tilapia germplasm from Egypt  

(May 1988; August 1989; Nile Delta system), Ghana (October 1988; Upper Volta system), Senegal 

(October 1988; extreme west of distribution) and Kenya (August 1989; Lake Turkana) [34,35].  

These collections represented the first-ever direct transfers of O. niloticus from Africa to Southeast 
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Asia, with all samples belonging to the sub-species Oreochromis niloticus niloticus, with the exception 

of the Kenyan samples, which belonged to the sub-species Oreochromis niloticus vulcani. Four 

commercial Nile tilapia strains were collected from the Philippines (three strains originated from 

Ghana, and one stock originated from Egypt [34]).  

The most important criterion determining the number of strains to be developed by the GIFT project 

was relative performance (growth, maturation and fecundity, and hardiness) in different target 

environments, or the genotype x environment interaction (GxE) [31]. An insignificant GxE effect  

(in terms of farming relevance) implies that the best strain in one environment will be the best in most 

or all environments. A high GxE effect, on the other hand, implies that special strains would have to be 

developed for specific environments. The GxE interaction effect was found to be low, i.e., overall 

growth performance was found not to differ significantly with environment, in terms of farming 

relevance. Hence, it would not be necessary to develop different strains for the different farming 

systems. The principal breeding objective of the GIFT program was growth rate, while monitoring 

other traits, such as survival, occurrence of disease and maturation rate [31].  

Results indicated that, with the exception of the Ghana strain, the strains from Africa performed as 

well as or better than the then existing commercial or “domesticated” strains in Asia. The Egyptian 

strain was the best performer in the first generation, while the Kenyan strain was the best in the 

second. The Ghana strain performed the worst in both generations [34]. One of the widely cultured 

strains (the Israel strain, originally derived from Ghana) also performed poorly [34]. Crossbreeding 

(hybridization) of the different strains did not result in significant improvements. Therefore, 

individuals from the best-performing purebred and crossbred groups were selected, based on the 

growth performance of a number of different strain combinations, in order to build a stock with a 

broad genetic base. This constituted the original GIFT strain [31].  

It was no surprise that the GIFT project, after just one generation of selection, had generated 

considerable interest from the tilapia production industry in Asia. Therefore, a consultation meeting 

was held in 1992 to discuss strategies and safeguards for fish germplasm transfer and distribution [31]. 

The consultation meeting involved senior scientists from National Agricultural Research Systems 

(NARS) of developing countries, international experts on fish genetics and biodiversity, representatives 

of NGOs, and donor institutions. Following the recommendations from this meeting, the improved 

strain developed in the Philippines was disseminated (from May 1994 to August 1997) to member 

countries that formed the Dissemination and Evaluation of Genetically Improved Tilapia in Asia 

(DEGITA).These countries were Bangladesh, People’s Republic of China, Philippines, Thailand, and 

Vietnam. This dissemination allowed detailed evaluation of the genetic and socioeconomic performance 

and environmental impacts of this strain prior to more widespread commercial production and 

dissemination [31]. The dissemination was carried out according to standard quarantine procedures 

developed as part of the GIFT project [36]. 

Dey [37] studied the potential economic impacts of culturing the GIFT tilapia strain in five Asian 

countries: Bangladesh, China, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. He concluded that adoption of 

the improved tilapia strain would benefit both producers and consumers of fish in each of the countries 

studied. Further investigations concluded that the GIFT strain resulted in body weight 18%–58% 

higher than “non-GIFT” strains on “average” farms in Asia. The break-even price above variable  
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cost was found to be 7%–36% lower for the GIFT strain than for other O. niloticus strains then  

being farmed [35]. 

7. The GIFT/GenoMar Supreme (GST) Strain 

In 1999, the GIFT Foundation International, which was founded as part of the GIFT project, signed 

an exclusive agreement with GenoMar, a Norwegian company based in Oslo, for the long-term 

continuation of the GIFT breeding program [15]. According to GenoMar, and beginning with the 10th 

GIFT generation DNA marker-assisted selection has been applied in order to increase the selection 

differential. According to Gjoen [15], the selection differential from this approach, compared to that of 

the traditional selection approach, was expected to be 40% higher than for the 9th-generation GIFT 

tilapia in 2000. Genetic maps were generated for tilapia, and experiments were conducted in order to 

reveal genes that influence traits that are economically important [15,25]. According to Gjoen [15], 

color, growth, body shape, salt tolerance, and sex determination are some of the traits for which 

GenoMar detected influential chromosomal regions. GenoMar planned to use this information to 

facilitate the acceleration of genetic gains, especially for traits such as disease resistance and feed 

conversion, which are difficult to measure within traditional selective breeding programs [15]. As of 

2001, the GIFT/GenoMar strain was officially being distributed in countries in Southeast Asia  

and Latin America [15]. The GIFT/GenoMar strain is known officially as the GenoMar Supreme  

Tilapia (GSTTM) [8]. 

Ponzoni et al. [5] detail the current state of the GIFT strain and also summarize research that the 

World Fish Center has conducted on the strain since 2000. The World Fish Center took delivery of  

63 full-sib groups of 35 fish each (the progeny of single-pair mated parents) at Jitra, Kedah State, 

Malaysia, towards the end of 2000 and beginning of 2001, from the GIFT Foundation International, 

Philippines. The aims of this project included, among others, the maintenance and continuous 

improvement of the GIFT strain, and the distribution to partner countries likely to benefit from its use. 

According to the authors, the strain has achieved sustained gains of 10%–15% per generation over 

more than six generations. Importantly, these gains have not been accompanied by any undesirable 

correlated response to date [5]. 

8. Dissemination of GIFT/GST Strains in Africa 

The outcome of the GIFT project generated interest from developing countries in Asia, the Pacific, 

and Africa, both in terms of developing their own aquaculture strains, and also in gaining access to the 

GIFT germplasm [38]. Africa, the origin of the tilapias, benefits the least from the GIFT strain, even 

though much of the continent has a high potential for tilapia farming [39]. This situation arose due to 

the policy of the WorldFish Center not to introduce the GIFT strain into countries where O. niloticus is 

indigenous, concerned that interbreeding of the GIFT strain with locally-adapted native populations 

might compromise wild aquatic genetic diversity [38]. This decision by the WorldFish Center was 

given weight by an expert consultation in 2002 in Nairobi, which was sponsored by the WorldFish 

Center, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World Conservation Union (IUCN), the 

United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), and the Technical Center for Agriculture and Rural 

Cooperation (CTA) [40]. The expert consultation resulted in the Nairobi Declaration, a set of ten 
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recommendations aimed at realizing the potential of African aquaculture without compromising native 

ecological and genetic resources [41]. The WorldFish Center, instead, decided to help these countries 

apply the GIFT methodology to the genetic improvement of indigenous tilapias. 

The WorldFish Center established the International Network on Genetics in Aquaculture (INGA) in 

1993 to train member-country scientists in quantitative genetics applied to aquaculture, and to 

coordinate national breeding programs in the 13 member countries (Bangladesh, China, Cote d’Ivoire, 

Egypt, Fiji, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Malawi, Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam) using the 

GIFT methodology to genetically improve their indigenous cultured species [35,38]. 

The pressure for the dissemination of the actual GIFT germplasm to Africa seemed to reach a head 

in 2007, when the WorldFish Center approved the Policy on the Transfer of GIFT from Asia to Africa, 

making the GIFT strain available to any African government that can demonstrate procedures to manage 

environmental and biodiversity risks, among other conditions [42]. Such a country also must display 

compliance with the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), an international treaty, while at the 

same time addressing the development objective it intends to achieve with the GIFT introduction [36,42]. 

The guiding principle for this new policy was that the genetic risks of introducing the actual GIFT strain 

to Africa was comparable to those associated with the genetic improvement of indigenous O. niloticus 

strains in Africa [42]. Basically, the new policy acknowledged that there was no point in keeping the GIFT 

strain from Africa if the genetic improvement of tilapia was going to occur on the continent anyway. 

The Nogoya Protocol on Access to Genetic Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing of 

Benefits Arising from their Utilization to the CBD, a multi-lateral agreement, was adopted in 2010. 

This protocol aims at: 

Sharing the benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources in a fair and equitable 

way, including by appropriate access to the genetic resources and by appropriate transfer 

of relevant technologies, taking into account all rights over those resources and to 

technologies, and by appropriate funding, thereby contributing to the conservation of 

biological diversity and the sustainable use of its components [43]. 

It can be argued that the World Fish Center has equitably shared with Africa the benefits arising 

from the utilization of the genetic resources (O. niloticus germplasm) collected from Africa to develop 

the GIFT strain ([6]; p. 139). The center has been training African scientists in application of the GIFT 

technology to their own national improvement programs, and then eventually allowing African 

governments’ access (at no cost) to the GIFT strain. 

Although the decision to allow the GIFT strain into Africa seems to have been reached through a 

logical scientific process, the policy evoked mixed reactions in Africa. The Sustainable Aquaculture 

Research Networks in Sub-Saharan Africa (SARNISSA) is a network of scientists, fish farmers, 

development partners, and other players in the African aquaculture industry. SARNISSA, hosted by 

University of Stirling, UK, maintains an online forum on which issues that are pertinent to African 

aquaculture are discussed, and one of the most hotly-debated topics recently discussed was use of the 

GIFT strain in Africa. For example, on 29 November 2011, SARNISSA member Hiskia Asino posted 

an enquiry onto the forum asking from which African countries he could obtain GIFT tilapia 

fingerlings for farming in Namibia. This request set off a heated debate that lasted several months. 

While most fish farmers and development agents generally seemed to favor the new policy and its 
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potential benefits towards increasing farm profits and reducing poverty, a number of scientists and 

conservationists spoke quite passionately against it, citing the potential negative genetic and ecological 

impacts of the introduction. Instead of the GIFT strain, those against it proposed improvements in the 

existing aquaculture practices and infrastructure to achieve the same economic goals as with the GIFT. 

A forum contributor summed up the fears of SARNISSA members opposed to the use of the GIFT 

strain in Africa, “Once local species or stains are lost to competing non-endemic species or strains, that 

biodiversity is lost forever”.  

The GIFT technology has been disseminated to Kenya, Cote d’Ivoire, and Egypt, along with other 

developing countries in Asia and the Pacific (Dr. Raul Ponzoni, formerly of WorldFish, personal 

communication). GenoMar also has supplied the GST strain to partner hatcheries in Zambia and 

Angola, and by 2008 it was carrying out a feasibility study on setting up another partner hatchery in 

Uganda [36]. In Ghana, the Aquaculture Research and Development Center (ARDEC) took delivery of 

the GIFT strain officially in 2012, with the expressed objective of comparing its growth performance 

with the locally improved Akosombo strain (Dr. Joseph Padi, ARDEC, Water Research Institute, 

Ghana, personal communication).  

Considering the porous nature of African borders and inadequate capacity to monitor the transfer of 

genetic material, we expect that the GIFT/GST strain is currently in several other countries in Africa. 

An example of the easy movement of non-native species on the African continent is the current 

production in Omilende, Nigeria, of the Asian catfish Pangasius sp. fingerlings for sale, as was 

reported on the SARNISSA forum on 2 March 2013—another non-native species introduction 

revelation that was followed by a lengthy and contentious discussion on the forum. It is clear, 

therefore, that once the GIFT/GST strain is legitimately introduced into a country in Africa, it 

eventually will be found in unapproved parts of that country or in other unauthorized neighboring 

countries. It is also clear that both benefits and negative impacts are possible with the introduction of 

the GIFT strains into Africa (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Interdependence of the potential ecological, genetic, and economic impacts with 

the introduction of genetically-improved tilapia into Africa. Broken arrows indicate 

negative impacts and solid arrows indicate positive impacts. 
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9. Potential Ecological Impacts of Tilapia Introductions 

Tilapia production is well on its way to taking center stage in the global aquaculture industry [13]. 

However, in the context of development, the success of a species is determined by its social, cultural, 

economic and environmental impacts, in addition to its contribution to production per se [22]. The 

traditional small-scale, semi-intensive culture of tilapias has proven sustainable in many countries 

where they are native, with no observable negative ecological impacts on surrounding environments 

attributable directly to the species (e.g., [8,44]). The recent trend towards intensification, driven by 

market forces, has been predicted to pose serious environmental and socioeconomic problems [8]. 

These impacts will arise as a result of the expected increases in use of processed feeds, drugs, 

hormones [8], and non-indigenous genetic resources in intensive aquaculture. The global transfer of 

both genetically-altered and unaltered tilapia species outside their native ranges for aquaculture 

purposes also is expected to result in negative impacts upon natural aquatic ecosystems. 

The popularity of the GIFT strain will drive its introduction into African countries outside the 

natural range of Oreochromis niloticus. Characteristics that make tilapias the perfect aquaculture 

species also make them invasive species, keeping in mind that even though Nile tilapia is native to 

Africa, it is not native to all parts of the continent. Escape of both altered and unaltered genetic 

resources from aquaculture installations into natural ecosystems occurs relatively frequently [45,46]. 

For example, Attipoe et al. [27] report the loss of the entire control line of the 2003 spawning season 

from the ARDEC research facility during the development of the Akosombo strain in Ghana as a result 

of a violent storm. 

Pullin et al. [21] studied the establishment success of various tilapine species and found that tilapia 

species, in general, are moderately to highly invasive, with a 60%–90% probability of becoming 

established in new open waters. The impacts of any invasive species on an aquatic ecosystem differ 

significantly, depending on the species, the extent of the introduction (i.e., propagule pressure), and the 

vulnerability of the invaded ecosystem [18]. Tilapine species invest in significant parental care that 

facilitates their establishment in novel habitats. The family Cichlidae is grouped into nest-builders 

(Tilapia spp.), and mouth-brooders (Oreochromis and Sarotherodon spp.) [11]. Mouth-brooders, for 

example, have no specific substrate requirements for reproduction; they simply carry fertilized eggs 

and yolk-sac fry in their mouths until yolk sac absorption and dispersal [47,48].  

Examples abound in the literature demonstrating the negative impacts of tilapia on natural aquatic 

ecosystems after their introduction, keeping in mind that Nile tilapia, and tilapia in general, are not 

native to all parts of Africa. These include predation on eggs and small fish [49], rapid total elimination 

of submerged and floating aquatic macrophytes that served as essential habitat for native fish species 

in natural and man-made reservoirs [50,51], and eutrophication (bioturbation and nutrient cycling 

through ingestion and excretion) stemming from the foraging activity of tilapia on benthic algae [52]. 

Tilapia introductions into Madagascar, Lake Victoria, and Zimbabwe led to habitat alteration, such as 

declines in aquatic plants and decreases in the availability of breeding areas for native species [53]. 

Also, the establishment of Tilapia graham in Kenya’s Lake Nakuru led to the emergence of a  

fish-eating bird population [54]. Canonico et al. [18] provide an excellent review of impacts of tilapia 

on receiving aquatic systems using specific case studies from around the world.  
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Another potential impact of introducing the genetically improved tilapia strain from Asia to Africa 

is the risk of “hitch-hiker” disease-causing vectors and pathogens from Asia. Two possibilities exist. 

Firstly, the selectively bred strain might not be able to withstand diseases to which local African stocks 

have evolved resistance, which could lead to high mortalities on farms producing the selected strains. 

Secondly, the selectively bred strain, if resistant to certain Asian disease vectors, might carry these 

vectors and pathogens to Africa and infect local fish stocks. Noga [55] provides detailed descriptions 

of diseases of tilapia and numerous other fish species. Tilapia diseases include those caused by bacteria 

of the family Eimeriidae, Mycobacterium spp., and Edwardsiella tarda.  

A number of general procedures exist for conducting risk analysis of non-native fishes (e.g., [56]). 

There are established procedures for analyzing risk regarding pathogen transfer and for quarantine 

monitoring [57]. Unfortunately, there is no universally-accepted a priori procedure for assessing the 

potential environmental impacts of non-native tilapias. In fact, scientific and policy decisions on new 

tilapia introductions frequently are polarized and are largely based on guesswork [21]. As such, a 

majority of the impacts mentioned above were recognized after introduction and/or establishment. 

10. Potential Genetic Impacts of Tilapia Genetic Improvement on Native Populations 

There is a paucity of studies on the impacts of aquaculture on locally-adapted gene pools of tilapia 

in receiving ecosystems. However, potential harms and associated risks stemming from aquaculture 

escapes have been considered in a more general context, Carvalho and Hauser [58] grouped the genetic 

impacts of “escapee” genetic resources into direct and indirect effects. Interbreeding of natural fish 

populations with escaped cultured stocks is arguably the biggest direct effect. When cultured fish 

escape or are released, the receiving population may experience a reduction in genetically effective 

population size, Ne, a phenomenon referred to as the Ryman-Laikre effect [59]. In addition, the risk of 

subsequent inbreeding may be increased if the ratio of “escapees” to the natural population is 

sufficiently high due to the relatively low Ne of many cultured stocks. Natural selection acts upon 

alleles at fitness-related loci to ensure adaptation of wild fish populations to their environments.  

That is, local differences in natural selection over a wide area result in adaptive genetic divergence of 

populations over time; further, selective forces that operate across adaptively important loci may result 

in combinations of alleles, or co-adapted gene complexes, which confer fitness upon their carriers [60]. 

In contrast, selective breeding acts upon alleles at performance-related loci to ensure expression of 

valued traits within aquaculture systems. Escape of selectively bred individuals into the wild and 

interbreeding with wild populations may result in offspring that exhibit low fitness, posing the risk of 

outbreeding depression at a local scale; further, interbreeding of escaped, cultured stocks at multiple 

sites across a landscape will tend to homogenize among-population variation of wild populations and 

also could lead to loss of fitness and outbreeding depression. The best-demonstrated case studies involve 

salmonids, and are reviewed by Ferguson et al. [61]. Among case studies, McGinnity et al. [62] 

demonstrated that the interaction of farmed with wild Atlantic salmon resulted in lowered fitness, and 

that repeated fish escapes caused cumulative fitness depression. Araki et al. showed dramatic losses of 

fitness after just two generations of captive breeding in steelhead salmon [63], as well as reduced 

fitness of their wild-born descendants [64]. Hindar et al. [65] reviewed studies of the effects of escape 

of cultured fish and introgression with local populations upon genetic differentiation, noting that in a 
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subset of cases genetic swamping of local populations led to loss of indigenous stock structure in 

several salmonids. Conceptual models have been developed to predict the effects of introductions of 

maladapted individuals into locally-adapted gene pools [66,67] or to predict the relative likelihoods of 

beneficial or negative impacts of gene flow on receiving gene pools [68]. However, empirical studies 

of the effects of interbreeding of escaped cultured fish upon wild populations are lacking for most fish 

taxa, including tilapias. Hence, we lack the empirical data to parameterize models in order to predict 

the effects of introgression of selectively bred tilapias into native gene pools. Knowledge of gene flow rates 

and ecological differences among source and recipient populations [69], carefully controlled, 

multigenerational experiments, and thoughtful use of data from “experiments” created unintentionally [70] 

will be needed to advance our understanding. 

A number of indirect effects also may be posed by the release or escape of cultured tilapia stocks 

into the wild. Indirect effects generally highlight the strong relationship between the ecology of tilapia 

species and their genetics (Figure 1). Released cultured stock may reduce abundance, and hence the 

effective population sizes (Ne) of critical species in the receiving ecosystem through competition, 

predation, habitat alteration, or changes in community trophic structure or food webs [63]. This decrease 

in Ne could cause a loss of genetic variability and adaptive ability to changing selective pressure, 

possibly leading to an increase in the likelihood of inbreeding and extinction.  

The level of impact stemming from establishment of these “escapee” genetic resources in an 

ecosystem is influenced by three factors: the species’ invasiveness, the fitness of the selectively-bred 

stock, and characteristics (specifically, the invasibility or vulnerability to invasion) of the receiving 

community [71]. Invasiveness refers to the ability of a cultured stock to escape, disperse, and become 

feral in aquatic communities, and tilapias, along with other aquaculture species, exhibit great abilities 

to disperse and become established in non-native ecosystems. 

Selective breeding that increases fitness may increase the likelihood of a cultured species becoming 

established in a receiving ecosystem (e.g., significant impacts on native soil, vegetation and animals by 

feral hogs in southeastern USA [72], and feral horses in Australia [73]). However, experience from 

selective breeding in domestic farm animals for production purposes suggests that this is not usually 

the case, and is strictly case-dependent. Physiological imbalances or growth demands in natural 

environments with limited food availability tend to decrease the fitness of selectively-bred stock in the 

wild. Nevertheless, it is possible for selectively-bred stocks to overcome one fitness component if other 

components, such as juvenile viability, adult viability, age at sexual maturity, female fecundity, male 

fertility, and mating success are enhanced through the selective breeding process [74]. Whether selectively 

bred tilapia show increased or decreased fitness in the wild has yet to be assessed experimentally. 

A stable community is one whose structure and function return to their initial conditions after a 

perturbation [75]. A stable ecosystem will quickly recover from a fish escape event. It has been shown 

that decreases in native species are more common in low-diversity aquatic ecosystems following 

introductions of tilapias (e.g., high elevation lakes of Madagascar with few native species), than in 

high-diversity ecosystems (e.g., coastal lakes with many native species) [76]. Despite widespread 

introductions into Asian waters, explicit evidence on the ecological and genetic impacts of these  

non-native tilapias as a whole is scanty [22]. The scanty evidence of the impacts of tilapias in Asia could 

be due to the absence of conspecifics and other related fish species in communities of that region.  
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This lack of information also could be attributed in part to poor assessment of “before” and “after” states 

of the receiving ecosystems as part of deliberate species introductions, especially for aquaculture.  

Release or escape of the GIFT/GST strain into African waters may have the potential to be highly 

damaging. These selectively-bred strains could mate with wild stocks to set off the genetic impact 

scenarios described above. Apart from there being related, wild tilapia stocks with which to interbreed, 

African countries currently lack the capacity to prevent the escape of selectively-bred fish from aquaculture 

facilities or to prevent the intentional release of these fish into the wild. Also, there is little data on the 

baseline condition of the receiving ecosystems before the introduction of selectively-bred tilapia. 

While Brummett and Ponzoni [77] and Ponzoni et al. [23] do not associate use of genetically 

improved tilapia strains in Africa with a high level of concern, Hallerman and Hilsdorf [78] noted that 

considerable molecular and adaptive variation exists within the species O. niloticus. The species has an 

exceptional ability to colonize and adapt to a wide range of habitats, ranging from small forest rivers to 

large drainages and lakes, as well as alkaline pools with hot springs [79,80]. At a general level, the 

description of seven subspecies based on eco-morphology [79] reflects adaptive divergence.  

Multiple putative evolutionarily significant units (ESUs) correspond more strongly to bioregions, however, 

than to subspecies. Bezault et al. [81] discuss the hypothesis that O. n. filoa and O. n. cancellatus are 

differentially adapted ecotypes rather than valid subspecies; they may constitute ESUs. Additional 

ESUs may be detected upon detailed survey; for example, Nyingi et al. [82] found a unique genetic 

resource in a recently discovered population from a warm water spring, a tributary of the Loboi 

Swamp in Kenya. Sex determination systems of natural populations adapted to three extreme thermal 

regimes showed thermosensitivity of sex differentiation [81], indicating either genotype-environment 

interaction or epigenetic effects [83] upon sex determination. Observation of genetic differentiation 

among O. niloticus populations within regions supports the existence of multiple management units 

(MUs) within certain ESUs, for example, in the Ethiopian and Nilotic regions. In the latter, analysis of 

microsatellite variation among five Egyptian populations [84] indicated distinct groups respectively 

inhabiting the deeper lotic Nile River, the shallow less lotic Delta lakes, and the upstream Nile River. 

The economic importance of O. niloticus worldwide makes detailed knowledge of its genetic resources 

pivotal for sustainable use of the species in aquaculture operations [85]. Hence, detailed consideration 

of adaptive differentiation is needed to defensibly assess genetic risk from culture of selectively bred 

O. niloticus in Africa.  

Several international and national agreements address management of genetic resources. The major 

one is the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety developed to implement the Convention on Biological 

Diversity, which came into effect in 2003, that which governs the movement of living modified 

organisms (LMOs) resulting from modern biotechnology from one country to another [86]; 

Convention articles 15, 16, and 22 outline guidelines on risk assessment, risk management and 

capacity building with regards to LMOs. Kapuscinski et al. [87] outline the steps to be taken by 

developing countries to strengthen scientific and technical capacity to address environmental biosafety 

issues associated with LMOs; while the risks associated with LMOs and selectively bred stocks may 

differ, the risk assessment framework developed for LMOs could serve as a useful resource for countries 

considering the prospect of importing existing selectively bred strains or developing their own strains.  
  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222260317_Investment_appraisal_of_genetic_improvement_programs_in_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromis_niloticus?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233104024_Concepts_Alternatives_and_Environmental_Considerations_in_the_Development_and_Use_of_Improved_Strains_of_Tilapia_in_African_Aquaculture?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/295559794_Conservation_genetics_of_tilapias_Seeking_to_define_appropriate_units_for_management?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37903834_Tilapiine_fishes_of_the_genera_Sarotherodon_Oreochromis_and_Danakilia?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37903834_Tilapiine_fishes_of_the_genera_Sarotherodon_Oreochromis_and_Danakilia?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/51862014_Spatial_and_temporal_variation_in_population_genetic_structure_of_wild_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromis_niloticus_across_Africa?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/51862014_Spatial_and_temporal_variation_in_population_genetic_structure_of_wild_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromis_niloticus_across_Africa?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223706560_Genetic_characterization_of_an_unknown_and_endangered_native_population_of_the_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromis_niloticus_Linnaeus_1758_Cichlidae_Teleostei_in_the_Loboi_Swamp_Kenya?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221744691_DNA_Methylation_of_the_Gonadal_Aromatase_cyp19a_Promoter_Is_Involved_in_Temperature-Dependent_Sex_Ratio_Shifts_in_the_European_Sea_Bass?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227793663_Genetic_diversity_and_differentiation_of_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromis_niloticus_revealed_by_DNA_microsatellites?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227746523_Use_and_exchange_of_genetic_resources_of_Nile_tilapia_Oreochromisniloticus?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a80ec2ccc311fe874acc01459489f06d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NTAxMzE5ODtBUzoxNDUzODY1NTU1ODA0MTZAMTQxMTY3NDI2NDk1NA==


Sustainability 2014, 6 3709 

 

 

11. Potential Economic Benefits of the GIFT Strain in Africa; Case Study of Ghana 

11.1. Model 

Against this background, we estimated the potential economic benefits of using selectively bred 

tilapia strains in Africa. We focused upon the GIFT strain for which production traits and prices are 

known and approached the benefit assessment by applying the economic surplus model, the most 

common method for analyzing the economic benefits of agricultural research in a partial equilibrium 

framework [88,89]. This analysis has been used to study, ex ante, the benefits of agricultural research 

for various innovations and for a number of countries (e.g., marker-assisted rice breeding in 

Southeastern Asia [90], and cassava breeding in sub-Saharan Africa [91]). Total economic benefits 

associated with a new technology for a non-traded commodity (Ghana currently exports very little 

freshwater fish; [92]) can be represented by the formula: 

ΔTS = PQK (1 + 0.5Zn) (1)

where P and Q are the initial equilibrium price and quantity, respectively; Z = Ke/(e + n) is the relative 

reduction in price due to the supply shift resulting from the new technology; e is supply elasticity, and 

n is demand elasticity (absolute value), which reflect how responsive the quantity supplied and 

quantity demanded are to changes in prices, respectively; and K is the shift in the supply curve as a 

proportion of the initial price. K is calculated as: 

K = 
E(Y) E(C)

-
ε 1+E(Y)

  
  

   
 × p × A × (1 − d) (2)

where E(Y) is the expected proportionate yield increase per hectare after the adoption of the new 

technology; E(C) is the expected proportionate change in variable input cost per hectare; p is the 

probability of success associated with the research; A is the adoption rate for the technology; and d is 

the depreciation rate of the new technology [89]. 

“Economic benefits” is the change in total economic surplus for each year, and the costs are the 

expenditures on the research projects plus estimated after-project costs related to developing and 

disseminating the new varieties. The annual costs and benefits are netted and totaled using the discount 

rate to calculate a net present value (NPV) using the standard NPV formula: 
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where: Rt is the benefits in year t; Ct is research, development, and dissemination cost in year t; and i is 

the discount rate. In other words, the NPV is calculated as the sum of future benefits, minus the costs 

associated with the project discounted over time. 

11.2. Data and Key Assumptions 

Several factors must be considered to estimate the economic benefits of an agricultural innovation 

using the economic surplus model: (1) the proportion of farmers who adopt the innovation over time; 

(2) the price of the commodity; (3) the change in yield of the commodity with the new technology;  

(4) the nature of the market, as products that are traded may not experience price declines if production 
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increases [37,89]; (5) the time it takes to develop the innovation, and the number of years for 

maximum adoption to be reached; and (6) the discount rate for future benefits compared to current 

benefits, since for example, a 5% discount rate implies that after 20 years the calculated benefits of the 

new technology are not sensitive to the usual depreciation of a new technology that occurs with time. 

Dey [37] found that the adoption of the GIFT strain in Bangladesh, China, the Philippines, 

Thailand, and Vietnam led to yield increases of between 24% and 61%. Since this information is not 

available for Ghana, we used the mean yield change across these five countries (41.4%), bounded by 

24% and 61% for our calculations. The Food and Agricultural Organization estimated Ghana’s Nile 

tilapia aquaculture production at 18,200 tons in 2011 [93]. Increases in Nile tilapia aquaculture 

production in the four preceding years were 1600 t, 1576 t, 2748 t, and 8776 t, respectively. Therefore, 

we extrapolated the aquaculture production of tilapia in 2012 to be 28,200 t, an increase of 10,000 t over 

2011’s production value. We calculated the price per ton of production as $2,646 by dividing FAO’s 

2011 estimate of the value of production ($48,159,000) by the annual production that year (18,200 t). 

Experience from tilapia culture indicates that the only production cost variable expected to be 

directly impacted by the adoption of the GIFT strain is fingerling price. Fingerling cost constitutes 

approximately 14% of total costs in a typical enterprise budget for a tilapia farm [94]. Also, according 

to the Asian Development Bank [95], one of the consequences of the introduction of the GIFT strain in 

the Philippines was the increase in the price of GIFT fingerlings by 150% compared to non-GIFT 

fingerlings. Assuming this same increase in fingerling price with the adoption of the GIFT strain in 

Ghana, total production costs will be increased by 20%. This increase in total costs is expected to 

incorporate increases and decreases in all input costs resulting from the adoption of the new strain. We 

also assumed that the technology will be available to Ghanaian farmers from 2013, since the country 

took delivery of the strain officially in 2012 [96], although primarily for research purposes. 

Dey [37] defined “early” GIFT adoption rates to be 30%–40% during the initial dissemination of 

the technology in Asia, peaking at 70% at the latter stages. We are not aware of any data on supply and 

demand elasticities of tilapia in Ghana. In the absence of such studies, a supply elasticity of 0.5 usually 

is applied to perennial crops and other livestock, and demand elasticity of 1 can be used for most 

livestock [89]. Since the GIFT technology exists already, the probability of success of GIFT research 

can be assumed to be 100%. Research and development costs also can be assumed to be zero.  

Following Ponzoni et al. [23], we anticipate that a government department, such as the Aquaculture 

Research and Development Center in Ghana, will have to invest in the establishment and running of a 

nucleus to continuously maintain and improve the strain. Hatchery operators in Ghana will replace 

their brood stock annually with the latest version of the strain from the nucleus. This arrangement will 

ensure that production will benefit from the greatest amount of genetic gain. However, this arrangement 

will have cost implications. Ponzoni et al. ([23], Table 4) provide values for annual or recurrent costs 

of such a program, with the most likely value being $60,000. We assume that the initial investment 

cost component is not necessary in our case, since the strain already has been developed. Recurrent 

costs include dissemination costs, and the costs of continuous improvement and maintenance. We 

acknowledge that continuous improvement could result in the continuous increase in growth rate and 

other traits, such as survival and disease resistance, and this expectation should be captured in the 

sensitivity analysis (see next section). 
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11.3. Analysis 

We included the data above in a modified version of a spreadsheet that incorporates all the model 

formulas obtained from George W. Norton (Department of Agricultural and Applied Economics, 

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Blacksburg, VA, USA). To the typical or most 

likely value of each key variable, we added a possible minimum and a possible maximum to create a 

triangular distribution, based on the assumptions or extrapolations from the preceding sub-section, in 

order to incorporate uncertainty (Table 1), and then conducted economic risk analysis by running 

Monte Carlo simulations using the @Risk 6 software [97]. We ran the model to calculate the net 

present values of the annual economic benefits of the GIFT technology for 20 years, at a discount rate 

of 5%, in Microsoft Excel. The total net present value (NPV) then was calculated as the sum of these 

annual benefits. We also conducted an analysis to determine how sensitive the average NPV was to the 

key variables in Table 1. 

Table 1. Values of key variables used in the Monte Carlo simulation to estimate net 

present value of adopting the GIFT strain in Ghana. 

Variable Minimum Most likely Maximum 

Recurrent costs ($) 30,000 60,000 90,000 
Increase in production costs (%) 10 20 30 
2012 Nile tilapia aquaculture production (metric tons) 26,200 28,200 30,200 
Peak adoption rate (%) 60 70 80 
Yield change (%) 24 41.4 61 

11.4. Results 

The estimated cumulative net benefits of adoption of the Genetically Improved Farmed Tilapia 

strain in Ghana (discounted at 5%) over twenty years ranged from over $130 million to about $650 

million, with a mean close to $400 million (Figure 2). There is a probability of about 40% that the 

NPV is greater than $400 million (Figure 3). Sensitivity analysis indicated that the variable with the 

biggest impact on the mean NPV (across the variable’s range of values from Table 1) was the level of 

change in the aquaculture yield of Nile tilapia resulting from the adoption of the GIFT strain (Figure 4). 

Not as important were the peak rate of adoption of the strain, level of change in production costs with 

the adoption of GIFT, the production of Nile tilapia in the year preceding the introduction of the GIFT 

strain, and the recurrent costs associated with maintaining, improving, and disseminating the new 

strain, in that order. 
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Figure 2. Summary of results of Monte Carlo simulation to determine net present value (NPV) 

in US$ for the adoption of GIFT-strain tilapia in Ghana, showing a 90% confidence interval.  

 

Figure 3. Net present values (NPV) at different percentiles for the adoption of GIFT-strain 

tilapia in Ghana. 

 

Figure 4. Relative impacts of key variables on the mean net present value of adoption of 

GIFT-strain tilapia in Ghana across the range of key variables. 
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11.5. Discussion 

According to the World Bank [98], the gross domestic product (GDP) of Ghana was $40.71 billion 

in 2012. This implies that Ghana stands to benefit by approximately 1% of the country’s GDP from the 

introduction of the GIFT strain. The calculated NPV is also approximately 2.5% of the component of 

the GDP contributed by the country’s agriculture sector [99]. This percentage is significant, given that 

the total farmed fish share of the Ghana fish market is currently 3% [100]. The Ghana National 

Aquaculture Development Plan [100] quotes the value of commercially-farmed fish as $28.44 million 

in 2010. This value should be close to an optimistic $40 million at the time of developing this 

manuscript (May 2014) if any progress in growth has been made. Our calculated NPV ($400 million 

over 20 years) indicates that Ghana could achieve or add on about 50% of the annual farmed fish value 

from the introduction of the GIFT strain alone. Ponzoni et al. [23] conducted an investment appraisal 

of a genetic improvement program in Nile tilapia and found the most conservative estimates of 

economic benefits ranging between 4 and 32 million US$. Their simulated timeframe was 10 years and 

included the cost of developing the strain from scratch. However, our analysis was done for a period of 

20 years with the assumption that the strain was already developed, which is the case with both the 

GIFT and Akosombo strains. 

The version of the economic surplus model that we used assumed that Ghana exports little to no 

tilapia, as is the case currently. Therefore, the computed NPV values could be higher if this assumption 

no longer holds true, as might be the case when there is an abundant supply of tilapia. Clearly Ghana, 

and hence Africa, stands to gain substantial socio-economic benefits from the adoption of the GIFT 

strain. Some of the possible key benefits include the increased availability of relatively low-cost,  

high-quality animal protein from the increased yield; increased employment within the expanded 

aquaculture sector; and possible foreign exchange earnings in the long term.  

The Monte Carlo simulation technique allowed us to estimate ranges for variables with uncertain 

values and to analyze economic risk stemming from changes in these values on net present value.  

This approach incorporated the element of uncertainty into our computations. Of the five assumed or 

extrapolated key variables, the cost of maintenance, continuous improvement, and dissemination of the 

new strain in Ghana (recurring costs) had the least impact on changes in mean NPV. It is intuitive that 

not much investment will be needed in the dissemination of the GIFT strain in Ghana to cage fish 

farmers on Volta Lake and to the most progressive pond farmers in other parts of the country. We have 

observed that this group of tilapia farmers has widely adopted the locally improved Akosombo strain 

of O. niloticus. However, more work needs to be done to disseminate these relatively new strains of 

tilapia to the majority of pond farmers, who are still farming inferior, mixed, and unknown stocks of 

tilapia more than a decade after the development and dissemination of the Akosombo strain by the 

ARDEC started [28,85]. Our analysis shows how small the investment cost of maintaining, continuous 

improvement, and dissemination of improved strains of tilapia could be relative to the economic 

benefits of these strains reaching all farmers. It is a sound policy for the government of Ghana to invest 

in the dissemination of the improved Akosombo and/or the GIFT strain of tilapia.  

On the other hand, the variable with the largest impact on mean NPV was the difference in 

aquaculture yield between the GIFT and local strains of Nile tilapia. A number of production 

bottlenecks exist currently in the Ghanaian and African aquaculture industry. The AquaFish Innovation 
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Lab, formerly the Aquaculture and Fisheries Collaborative Research Support Program (AquaFish 

CRSP) has observed, through on-farm demonstrations in Ghana, that for pond farmers growing the 

Akosombo strain of O. niloticus, improving pond construction and maintenance, supplementary use of 

commercial feeds, water quality management, and control of excessive reproduction in ponds (by hormonal 

sex-reversal and polyculture with a predator) could result in an increase of 2–4 times the current 

average yields from unimproved local strains. Other significant bottlenecks observed are institutional, 

including, inadequate access to urban markets due to bad roads, and unreliable electricity supply 

leading to absence of cold-storage in the rural tilapia value-chain and therefore inefficient and risky 

post-harvest handling [101]. Addressing these problems would increase the yield and income from 

improved local strains of tilapia to the extent that the differences in yield between local and GIFT 

strains could diminish the calculated NPV for the GIFT strain. Notably, some of these bottlenecks have 

the potential to limit the production and profitability of the GIFT strain, irrespective of its superior 

growth rate. For example, a farmer who invests in the necessary better management practices and the 

extra cost of fingerlings of the GIFT strain but who cannot market his or her fish effectively may 

become skeptical about the value of investing in increased production at an increased cost. Therefore, 

the problems currently impeding the production of local strains could also affect the realization of the 

attractive economic benefit computed for GIFT in this study. 

Other socio-economic impacts are possible with the adoption of improved strains (see Figure 1). 

These include higher incomes, better nutrition (more protein), reduced poverty, improved health and 

welfare. Also, since women are traditionally involved more in processing and marketing of fish, they 

too will benefit from the adoption of improved strains. This analysis focused generally on the GIFT 

strain as a representation of an improved tilapia strain. This analysis will still hold true with the 

Akosombo or any other improved strain. At this time, we are not aware of any completed biological 

studies comparing the performance of these two strains. These extensions are recommended for  

future studies. 

12. Conclusions 

Clearly, the introduction of the GIFT strain in Africa has the potential for substantial economic 

benefits. However, the potential ecological impacts of the GIFT strain on African aquatic ecosystems 

cannot be overlooked. After a country makes the decision to introduce the GIFT tilapia strain, each 

facility that would like to culture this strain must be able to show the structures it has put in place to 

prevent escapes and both intentional and inadvertent release into the wild. Of course, facilities prone to 

such events as flooding should not be allowed to culture the GIFT strain. Possible methods to achieve 

this goal of non-release of the GIFT strain from farms include physical confinement, reproductive 

confinement, and operations management [63]. Effective physical confinement involves a combination 

of measures, such as mechanical barriers (e.g., standpipe screens, gravel traps, etc.). Also, effluents 

could be filtered to exclude any life-stage of the strain. Reproductive confinement is particularly 

important where physical confinement alone cannot be relied on. Production of GIFT tilapia could be 

limited to either monosex or sterile individuals. Operations management includes those measures put 

in place on a tilapia farm to ensure that the activities of all workers are in conformance with the goal of 

effective confinement, to prevent any unauthorized human access to the facility, and to routinely 
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inspect and maintain all physical barriers to ensure they are constantly operational [63]. Operations 

management also could ensure that only dead fish on ice are marketed. 

African governments, such as Ghana, which have obtained, or are in the process of obtaining, the 

GIFT germplasm should commission rigorous baseline and ecological risk analyses. Since each 

country has unique conditions, exhaustive and baseline ecological, genetic, and economic benefit and 

risk analyses should be conducted separately for each country. Efforts also must be made to improve 

the culture of locally available strains of tilapia. Improvements in management practices and 

infrastructure could go a long way to increase the yield of local strains even if genetically-improved 

strains are not introduced. These improvements also will ensure that the full potential of introduced, 

improved strains are realized. 

Governments also must develop the political will to refuse, or to discontinue the adoption of, the 

GIFT strain if results of environmental, genetic and economic risk analyses point them in that 

direction. Each country should develop the capacity to prevent the needless exposure of native aquatic 

ecosystems to preventable risk, while reaping the substantial economic benefits of adopting the GIFT 

or similar improved strains of tilapia. 
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