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GM Food:

“It is time to embrace the commercial planting of GM food crops”

In recent years the issue of whether to pursue the commercial planting of genetically modified (GM) crops
has resurfaced. In the context of concerns over a future ‘global food crisis’ [Ref: Telegraph], a number of
GM advocates and government ministers the world over have said that GM has the capacity to facilitate a
second ‘green revolution’ [Ref: Guardian] and help feed the world’s poor. Some have gone so far as to
criticise ‘European GM Myths’ for hindering Africa’s escape from poverty and creating a situation where
most African countries shun GM crops and food [Ref: The National]. In India, supporters of GM argue that
anti-GM activism has become too prominent, and that a rational debate guided by scientific evidence and
realities now needs to take place. But anti-GM campaigners across the world argue that claims that GM
can alleviate poverty are disingenuous and misrepresent the real political problems behind food shortages
across the world [Ref: Global Issues]. They further suggest that there are sufficient unknown risks to justify
a freeze on commercialisation. In the UK Prince Charles flamed the debate when he called GM a ‘gigantic
experiment with nature and the whole of humanity’ [Ref: Farmers Guardian]; in India a consumer group
against GM launched a campaign called ‘1 am no lab rat’ [Ref: Tehelka] echoing much the same sentiment.
Whilst some countries such as the United States, Brazil, Argentina and Canada already grow GM crops
extensively, many others have been more hesitant especially when it comes to food crops [Ref: Reuters].
The debate involves an interconnected set of issues, ranging from the environmental impact, economic
costs and benefits of GM to wider concerns about food production, human health and the environment.

In Context

What’s new about GM technology?

For thousands of years farmers and plant breeders have been changing the genetic makeup of crops to
improve characteristics like size, resistance to disease, and taste. They started simply by sowing only those
seeds that came from plants with desirable traits. Later, knowledge about plant reproduction enabled
crossbreeding of plants to create new crops. Throughout the 20" Century scientists also successfully used
chemicals and radiation to introduce favourable mutations in crops. Now genetic engineering makes it
possible to overcome natural reproductive barriers, as a single gene with a desired function can be
transferred into an existing crop variety. At the centre of the debate is the question of whether GM is
simply the next stage in the development of agricultural technologies or whether it represents a new
departure with risky and irreversible consequences?

Does GM create new risks?

Many plant scientists claim that because genetic modification is more precise than crossbreeding it involves
the transfer of less genetic material and is therefore more predictable [Ref: BBC News]. However,
environmentalists have expressed concern about the introduction of genes not previously found in the food
supply, like a human liver gene inserted into rice by researchers to allow it to break down herbicides and
pollutants. They argue that the transfer of genes is a haphazard process, breaking up the natural
sequencing of genes and leading to unforeseen consequences [Ref: Independent]. In response, it has been
argued that these risks must be put into context. Non-GM agriculture is not risk free and we accept some
risks from foods like peanuts which were not tested when first sold in this country but are now known to
cause severe allergic reactions. There is also some evidence that GM could damage farmland biodiversity,
which environmentalists argue should signal the end of GM both in India and in the UK [Ref: The Hindu].
But supporters of GM say that threats to biodiversity are exaggerated. Changing farming practices will
create winners and losers, but the impact on wildlife will not be uniformly negative.
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What does food biotechnology have to offer?

Critics complain that most GM technologies focus on developing characteristics valuable to rich farmers,
such as herbicide and insect resistance [Ref: Independent]. They claim that GM offers no answer to the
problem of global hunger and will further strengthen the hold of multi-national corporations over the
world’s poorest farmers. [Ref: Hindu] Others point out how research funded by public bodies and
philanthropic organisations is leading to important breakthroughs that will benefit the poor. A key example
being the creation of crops such as Golden Rice, which is modified to contain a precursor of Vitamin A and
mitigates against blindness [Ref: Golden Rice]. When touring India on work related to his philanthropic
foundation that emphasises the role science and technology have to play in improving the lives of people in
need, Bill gates argued strongly in favour of GM technology [Ref: Indian Express]. Proponents of
biotechnology also argue that it can deliver direct benefits to human health with developments in the
pipeline including GM tomatoes that contain antioxidants to improve diet [Ref: Times Online]; and GM soya
beans containing omega3 acids, which, it is said, could help ‘prevent heart attacks’ [Ref: Times Online].

What’s the current situation in the UK and India?

Following the lifting, in 2004, of a moratorium banning GM food from countries within the European Union
(EU) [Ref: BBC News] and a series of farm-scale evaluations (FSEs) [Ref: BBC News], permission to plant one
variety of GM maize was granted in the UK [Ref: BBC News]. However, the maize was never planted as the
company involved pulled out [Ref: BBC News]. More recently, in what is being seen as paving the way for a
ban on GM crops, the EU has allowed member states to decide their own GM policy [Ref: Guardian]. Some
argue that the delay in embracing GM has exacted heavy costs; not only has agribusiness been
undermined, but research in to biotechnology has been driven out of the UK [Ref: Prospect]. But critics
counter that the commercial planting of GM is unnecessary and dangerous. Some suggest that a system of
sustainable agriculture offers better results — higher yield and more jobs — that also protect the
environment and benefit producers over corporations [Ref: Soil Association].

In India, GM crops are already big business, and moves are underway to make them bigger. After a
controversial start [Ref: India Resources], India’s Genetic Engineering and Approval Committee (GEAC)
approved the commercial growth of Bt (bacillus thuringiensis) cotton in 2002 [Ref: Agbio forum]. A major
problem for Indian crop yields has been the damage caused by insects, in particular Helicoverpa armigera
(American Bollworm). Bt cotton contains the CrylAc gene, which confers resistance to the bollworm
complex. There has been a 31% increase in India’s Bt cotton yield since 2001-2. [Ref: Commodity online]

The big recent debate in India has taken place over Bt brinjal [Ref: Wiki]. In February 2010, India deferred
the commercial cultivation of what would have been its first genetically modified (GM) vegetable crop [Ref:
BBC News]. Bt brinjal has undergone field trials since 2008 and received approval from GEAC in 2009 [Ref:
The Hindu]. But Environment Minister Jairam Ramesh called a moratorium on approving commercial trials
of Mahyco’s Bt brinjal variety using the Cryl1Ac gene, saying that more studies were needed to ensure that
the crops would be safe for consumers and the environment [Ref: Economic Times]. Campaigners have
welcomed the decision [ref: The Hindu], but continue to challenge ‘industry’ science [Ref: Asia News
net]and warn of the risks in growing GM crops at all [Ref: Deccan Herald]. Critics of the decision warn that
the government’s decision was swayed by activists and ‘the voices that were the loudest rather than the
ones that were most reasonable’, [Ref: Financial Express] when it should have been guided by scientific
evidence and the economic realities.

Is it science that’s at stake, or the profits of big business?
Despite the national particularities of the GM debate in India and the UK, the intellectual and political
background to the discussion makes it an important global issue. Across the world, GM supporters accuse
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their opponents of an anti-scientific attitude that feeds public fears and jeopardises scientific research.

They emphasise the importance of the biotechnology industry in underpinning scientific progress.

Environmentalists retort that all this talk about science is simply a way of distracting attention from

corporations’ hunger for profit.
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In the News
In India:
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GM potato cleared for EU farming
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Genetically Modified Foods
Santa Fe Institute Fora.tv
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