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FIFTH REPORT

The Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee has agreed to the following
Report:

GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS

SUMMARY

In order to inform decisions to be made about commercial exploitation of GM
crops the Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commitssion (AEBC) has
proposed that there should be a public debate. Although we have some doubts
about aspects of the proposal, particularly whether the debate will engage the
wider public and how conclusive it will prove, we are supportive of it. At the
very least it will enable views to be aired, and the public to be better informed.
We call on those with entrenched views and vested interests, and the media, to
approach the debate in a responsible manner. In order to improve the quality of
information provided to the public we echo the AEBC’s call for further
independently conducted and independently evaluated scientific research to be
funded by Government. Finally we acknowledge that decisions about the
commercial planting of GM crops will be made in the context of the legal
framework agreed within the European Union.

Introduction

I. Humans have been selecting and cross-breeding plants to improve their yield, growth
rates and other characteristics for many thousands of years. New biotechnology techniques
have expanded the scope of such activities by allowing deliberate modifications to be made
to individual genes or groups of genes. Genetic modification, whether carried out through
cross-breeding or using the techniques of biotechnology, has the potential to result in
unforeseen and undesirable outcomes for the plant and for the wider environment. The use
n recent years of biotechnology to alter the genetics of crops has led, on the one hand, to
much more widespread concemn about the likely impact of such undesirable outcomes on
other plants, the wider environment and human health,’ and, on the other hand, to great
optimism about the potential of such modifications to increase yields, reduce reliance on
pesticides, herbicides and other inputs, and in fact lead to a better environment.’

2. Our predecessor Committee, the Agriculture Committee, undertook a number of
inquiries into genetically modified (GM) crops and related matters during the last
Parliament.’ Since its last Report, published nearly two years ago, there have been a
number of significant developments

- farm-scale evaluations of a number of GM crops have continued, and the current
programme is nearing completion;

' See comments made in Scientific Advisory System: Genetically Modified Foods, First Report of the Science and
Technology Commmittee, HC (1998-99) 286, para.o ff; the relevant section of the Report can be viewed on the internet
at hipwwew parlisment the-statroneryv-office. co.uk-/pa‘cim 1998499 emselect emsetech/ 28028605 hitnr.

© See. for example, a press release by Monsanto entitled 4 Message From Respected Voices Around The World,
Commined To Finding Better Wavs To Feed The World's Peuple, 14 October 1998; the press relcase can be scen at
hup:wsewanensanio.commonsantoinedia: 98:98oct 14 Message.htmi,

? Geneticalh- Modified Organisms, Sixth Report, HC (1998-99) 427; The Segreganon of Genetically Modified Foods,
Third Report, HC (1999-2000) 71; Genetically Modifled Organisms and Seed Segregation, Eighth Report, (1999-2000)
§12.







7

6. In its report on Crops on Trial the AEBC urged a “comprehensive public discussion
of the ecological and ethical — including socio-economic — issues which have arisen
[around the subject of GM crops and food]”.'> Mr Meacher has agreed, and told us that
“there should be an opportunity for a wider discussion about this [matter] ... there has never
really been a balanced public debate in this country because extreme views on both sides
have been very strongly put by their adherents, and the general public have not really been
able to get an oar in”." He has also said that “it is important to take account of public
opinion ... [weneed a] wider public debate on this issue as the farm scale evaluations come
to an end”." Professor Grant argued that a public debate might help to reconcile polarised
opinions, a step he considered vital since there is “no point in the Government moving to
introduce on a wide scale basis commercial growing of GM crops against public
confidence”.”” What we address in this Report is the proposed public debate — what
it might set out to achieve, and what are its chances of success.

The public debate
Polarised views

7. Opposition to GM crops and foods stems from a variety of different concerns about
the new technology. The Soil Association told us that its objections related to a ““range of
issues ... the dangers of unforeseen consequences, both [for] the environment and [for]
human health, the denial of choice and the incompatibility of genetic engineering with what
we see to be the principles of sustainable agriculture™.'® It has cited a number of specific
issues,"” including

- unintended side-effects for the plant as a result of genetic modification — the
Association has cited GM cotton with deformed cotton bolls, and increased lignin in
(GM sovya — which reinforce the belief that the technology is unpredictable;

- allergy to characteristics of the inserted gene which would not be experienced in
relation to the original crop — the Association has pointed to experiments conducted in
1995 which found that a GM soya with a brazil nut gene would cause allergic reactions;

- increased use of herbicides and pesticides on herbicide- and pesticide-resistant crops,
posing dangers to those consuming the product, who are exposed to greater levels of
residues, and also to the environment;

- unknown consequences as a result of genes transferring between a GM crop and other
organisms, including humans {known as horizontal transfer); the Association told us
that evidence had been found of gene transfer between GM pollen ingested by bees and
bacteria found in the bees’ gut,'® and has raised the possibility of gene transfer between
GM feed crops and ruminant animals;

- contamination of surrounding non-GM crops as a result of cross-pollination between
related plants, raising concern about human health, since GM material might be
consumed unknowingly; this is of particular concern to the organic farming
community; and

2 Craps on Trial, para.22.

: j Q.156.
5 HC Deb, 18 April 2002, col.689.
" Q.129.
17 Q.7
See GMOx in food production; Evidence of risks, Soil Association Briefing Paper, which can be viewed on the
Assaciation’s website via httpy/ www sotlassoclation.org. uk/sassaweb s M edia/ campaigns html,

% SecQ.37.






9

claims that natural ecosystems are threatened by demands for land for agriculture, and that
increasing yields through biotechnology will therefore help to preserve the environment.*
Above all, producers and others are also confident that safety fears are unfounded.
Monsanto, for example, says that the United States Food and Drug Administration
“regulates biotechnology with the same rigour it applies to safeguard all foods in the
marketplace ... Research shows that foods derived through biotechnology are as safe to eat
as traditional foods . Frequently adduced in support of this view is the research, reported
for example by the Royal Society, which has concluded that since humans have been
ingesting DNA within the genes of plants for thousands of years with “no significant risk
to human health ... additional ingestion of GM DNA has no effect”.** That confidence in
the safety of GM foods has been supported by the United States Government: Dan
Glickman, the former US Agriculture Secretary, has said that “our best scientists have
searched for risks. Without exception, the biotech products on our shelves have proven

Safe” 35

11. Thus those promoting GM crops argue that they should now be permitted to plant
and exploit such crops, albeit with some safeguards in place to ensure that environmental
damage does not occur. As we have already said, those opposed claim that there should
be a moratorium on the growing of GM crops until their concerns about safety and the
environment are addressed. The polarity of their positions means that it is unlikely that the
views of each side will be reconciled. Nevertheless, we urge those in favour of GM
crops and those opposed to approach debate on the subject in as responsible and
open-minded a manner as possible. In particular we urge them to base their
arguments on rigorous science, rather than conjecture.

Public opinion

12. Only six years ago, in February 1996, a paste clearly labelled’® as being made with
genetically modified (GM) tomatoes was introduced to the market in the United
Kingdom,” and apparently caused little concern amongst consumers. One of the retailers
reported that “initially the GM tomato paste sold very well”.*® In November 1997 the then
Minister of State in the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) reported that
there were “much bigger sales of that [GM] paste than of the ordinary paste ... People are
buying the paste because they know, from the labelling, that it uses genetically modified
tomatoes™.” The Soil Association told us that “the fact that the tomato paste product sold,
in the early days, was partly to do with price, because it was attractively priced, but, more
significantly, it was [because] ... most of the people who were buying the product were
Euging i4tU unaware of all the issues, which subsequently became the subject of public

ebate™.”

13. During the following few years — and particularly between 1998 and 2000 -
consumer opinion apparently shifted sharply, to the extent that it is accepted that GM foods
and crops are generally regarded with suspicion and mistrust. A very recent poll conducted

32 Growin g Mare Per Acre Leaves More Land For Nature, published by the Centre for Global Food [ssues, 25 April

2002, and reproduced at http: waww monsanto.co. uk/news‘ukshowlib. phtml?uid=64 1 3.

* Frequently asked questions: Are modified foodssingredients safe ro eat?, Monsanto website biotech knowledge centre.
Genetically modified plants for fond use and human health - an update, Royal Socicty, February 2002, p.4; the report

can he viewed on the internet via http: www.rovalsoc ac.ukspolicy-index htinl.

%z Dan Glickman, Secretary, US Department of Agriculture, 13 March 1999,

" The Segregation of Genetically Modified Foods, Third Report, HC (1999-2000) 71-11, p.156. The evidence can be

viewed at httprowwwe parlimnent.the-stationerv-ottice.co.uk puieim 99900 erselect: emaarie’ 717 fap 1 7.htm .

37 See HC Deb, 30 October 1996, col. 179,

ii The Segregation of Genetically Modified Foods, p. 156,

" Debate in European Standing Committee A, 26 November 1997.

Q.19.
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Mr Meacher told us that the media had not handled discussion of GM technology well: he
said that “it has been largely a propaganda exercise rather than the provision of factual
information or encouragement to genuine debate ... for a period of about a year and a half
— a period which has now ended about a year ago - it was pursued at a frenzied level”.>*
The media has an important role to play in informing the public about the complex
issues surrounding GM food and crops. We urge all parts of the media to address
those issues in future in a rational and constructive matter — their commitment to
doing so is a prerequisite of a well-informed public debate,

The public debate

16. In 1999, in response to the intense debate over GM food and crops, the Government
reviewed its advisory and regulatory framework on biotechnology. It concluded that advice
on strategic issues should come from a wider range of sources. The Agriculture and
Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC), set up in June 2000, forms part of the
new strategic framework: it is charged with looking “at the broad picture taking ethical and
social issues into account as well as the science™.> The Commission, liaising closely with
the other bodies in the new advisory framework, the Human Genetics Commission and the
Food Standards Agency, is asked, amongst other respounsibilities, to “keep under review
current and possible future developments in biotechnology with actual or potential
implications for agriculture and the environment; advise Government on the ethical and
social implications arising from these developments and their public acceptability; and
consider and advise on any specific issues relating to relevant aspects of biotechnology as

requested by the Government”.%

17. The Commission’s members hold a range of opintons across the GM debate, and they
include academics, farmers, consumer representatives, and others.>” Professor Grant
stressed that the Commission particularly sought to operate in as open and transparent a
way as possible: its meetings are open to the public, and it publishes documents, including
draft proposals, on its website.”® He rightly told us that “we felt we were not going to get
anywhere in this highly polarised area unless we were as open and as committed to public
deliberations as we could be”.”® We commend the AEBC for the transparency to which
it has committed itself. All those involved in supporting or opposing the use of GM
technologies, or who are otherwise engaged in the public debate about the issues
surrounding GM food and crops, would do well to heed the example set by the
Commission since its inception.

18. The main work of the Commission to date has been to assess the current programme
of farm-scale evaluations of GM crops — but also to lock beyond it to future decisions about
whether or not to allow commercial planting of such crops. In its report, Crops on Trial,
the Commission concluded that whilst the outcome of the evaluations will help to inform
those decisions, consideration will be needed of other matters, such as the framework of
European legislation which governs the matter, and also scientific information from other
sources, ethical concerns, strategic and economic 1ssues, and “the concerns which have
been expressed by the public”.®® The Commission argued that

4 Q.167.

?J Sce the AEBC website, at htip/fwww ache. cov.ukfacheiaboutus himl.

?‘ Terms of reference of the AEBC: see its website, at hutp: s www.ache.gov.uk.
" See hiiprwww.ache.gov ukfache member. him.

AL htpfowww ache gov.uk,

AP

Crops on Trial, p.15.
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“Ministers must, through proper consultation, engage with the public ... They are
required to take a decision on behalf of society as to what is an acceptable level of risk
to health and environment from the commercial growing of GM crops, and they will
wish to have as comprehensive an understanding as possible both of the science and

of public opinion as to the acceptability of that risk™.*'

The purpose of consulting with the public is not only to help in making decisions about the
commercial planting of crops, but also to assist the Government in its negotiations within
the European Union. It will also help prospective growers, since “without a higher level
of public consent, or consensus, than exists at present, a decision to allow commercial
growing of GM crops might offer the industry no more than a precarious basis for
proceeding”.® Therefore the AEBC recommended that the Government “commit to an
open and inclusive process of decision-making around whether the GM crops being grown
in the farm-scale evaluations should be commercialised, within a framework which extends

to broader questions”.*

19. In its reply to Crops on Trial the Government expressed its commitment “'to taking
public opinion into account as far as possible through an open decision-making process.
There will be a public debate on the possible commercial growing of GM crops™.* Mr
Meacher told us that a public debate would provide “an opportunity for a wider
discussion™.* The purpose of the debate, he said, would be to “make it clearer what the
public’s views are”.*® Moreover, as the AEBC has made clear, “an inevitable outcome of
the debate will be a better-informed public because that is what happens in good debates”.®’
We support the proposed public debate about the issues surrounding the outcome of
the farm-scale evaluations and the future commercial growing of GM crops.
However, we caution that the most optimistic aspirations for such a debate — that
through it a clearer public consensus in favour or opposed to commercial planting
will be formed — are unlikely to be fulfilled. The debate will, though, help to inform
those members of the public who become aware of it about GM crops in a rational
and intelligent way, and at the same time help the Government to understand public
opinion rather better.

20. The Government invited the AEBC to advise by the end of April 2002 on how and
when to promote public debate, and how to make best use of its results. The AEBC advice
was published on 26 April.® It set out a detailed prescription for the way in which the
public debate should be conducted, including a draft timetable and an estimate of costs.®
The Government in turn made proposals intended to support the public debate on 31 May
2002." The proposals made both by the AEBC and the Government appear entirely
sensible. There are three aspects of them about which we wish to comment: the level of
public trust in Government, maintaining and increasing public faith in science, and the way
in which the debate will be assessed and evaluated.

:; Crops on Trial, p.16.
X Crops on Trial, pp.16 and 17
© Crops on Trial, recommendation 6, p.1Y.
UK Government response to crops on Trial report, January 2002, para.29; the Government response can be seen at
hitip: i www.aebe. gov.uk‘ache response. crops html.
™ Q.156.
8 0.165.
7 4 debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, AEBC, 26 April 2002, para.7.
¥ 4 debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, which can be viewed on the internet
at hitp: swww.ache . pov.uk‘ache public attitudes_advice.htiml.
Sce A debate abour the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, para.46 and Annex B.
" See Beckett announces a public debate on GM, DEFRA Press Release, 31 May 2002.
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21. Professor Grant told us that the process of public debate should be conducted
independently of Government. He argued that in the eyes of many already engaged in the
debate the Government was not seen as neutral,”’ a view reflected in the comment of the
Soil Association that there are considerable pressures for commercial planting to go ahead
“backed by an element of Government opinion which is very pro-scientific innovation”,”
Mr Meacher conceded that “despite the fact that Government ministers make the case as
honestly, truthfully and fully as we can, we are not always believed over GM”.” He
suggested that public mistrust may result from the strongly polarised views expressed about
GM food and crops, and from the past role of Government in respect of BSE and foot and
mouth disease. Mr Meacher concluded that “‘a debate would probably have greater
credibility if it were independent of Government”.”* Professor Grant agreed that “it is
important ... for the debate to be conducted in as independent a manner as possible.
Independence will divorce it from the suspicion of Government interference and
intervention, both in framing the questions for the debate and the processes through which
the debate is undertaken™.”

22. The AEBC, in its advice to Government on the public debate, proposed that an
“independent steering board” be set up to “oversee the programme of debate™.”® It offered
to provide members to sit on the board, and indicated that Professor Grant would be willing
to chair it. Other members might include Government officials and one or two other
individuals “with particular expertise in running programmes of this sort”.”’ The steering
board would oversee the practical work of promoting public debate, which would be
undertaken by a contractor “‘qualified to manage public engagement exercises of this
sort”.” Finally, the AEBC said, independent evaluators would be needed to analyse and
synthesise contributions to the debate, and to produce a report at the end of the programme.
This group would be “independent and professionally qualified”.” We agree that public
mistrust of its intentions in respect of GM crops and food requires that the
programme of public debate should be conducted independently of Government. The
approach proposed by the AEBC appears likely to keep the process at arm’s length

from the Government, and we therefore commend it.

23. Public concern is further heightened by both their scepticism about science in public
policy in general and their mistrust of the arguments put forward in support of GM
technology in particular. In part this reflects what the House of Lords Science and
Technology Committee has described as a crisis of public confidence in science.® GM
technologies suffer from the particular difficulty of having apparently definitive scientific
tfindings used by each side in the debate to attack the arguments advanced by the other.
Moreover scientific research into GM crops and food 1s almost always funded by
organisations promoting or opposing the new technology. Under such circumstances it is
not surprising that public faith in scientific findings is extremely weak. The AEBC has
advocated “an independent scientific review of all the information [which it lists] that will
complement the results from the farm-scale evaluations™,*' and also urges the Government
to ensure that public funds are made available for research which will permit “an objective
independent comparative assessment of the potential impacts of new technology on the

5 Sec Q.126,
2 Q.48
iy Q.153.
7 Q.153.
"y Q.126.
A debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, para.45,
A debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, Annex A, para.5.
™ 4 debute about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, Annex A, para.4.
A debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, Annex A, para.7.
] Science and Society, para.l.
Crops on Trial, para.43.
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environment. The aim must be to promote a genuine search for knowledge that will
contribute to scientific understanding of the impact of new technology on agriculture and
the wider environment™.* It should be stressed that comparative models of change are
required. Conventional Brifish agriculture has not stood still and its evolution has
had profound effects on our environment, our landscape, even arguably on our
health. Analyses of GM technology must compare potential change from that source
with predictable change as a result of conventional farming.

24. A prerequisite of a successful public debate will be scientific findings which are
reliable: like the Royal Society “we wish to stress the importance of informing debate with
sound science”.® The Government has commissioned an assessment of the science of GM
to be undertaken by the Government’s Chief Scientific Adviser and the Chief Scientific
Adviser of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Aftairs, working with the
Food Standards Agency and ‘drawing on all available expert and scientific advice and
evidence’." Whilst we welcome the assessment of the science surrounding GM to be
carried out by the Government’s scientific advisers, we urge the Government to go
further in order to buttress public confidence in the science underpinning the debate.
We recommend that the Government not only adopt the recommendations made by
the AEBC about the provision of independently-reviewed data and of public funds
for future research, but also consider establishing a panel of scientists able to provide
advice which is seen to be unbiased to inform the public debate.

25. Perhaps the greatest difficulty to be overcome in the public debate is how to bring
it to an end, and how to evaluate the resuits. The AEBC acknowledges as much, saying
that the “information to emerge from the programme of debate ... will be qualitative rather
than quantitative. It seems very likely to encompass a range of views, not a simple ‘ves’
or ‘no”’ to commercialisation of GM crops™.® It argues that the Government should declare
openly at the start of the process what it expects to gain from it: that it will make decisions
about commercial use of GM crops within a legal, European and international context, and
that *“it will take account of public views in making those decisions™.®¢ The Commission
also envisages bringing the debate to a close within twelve to eighteen months,* and, as
we have already discussed, that its results should be analysed by an independent panel of
evaluators.

26. We have no quarrel with the practical suggestions made by the AEBC about how
long the public debate will take and about how its results will be assessed. However, we
are concerned that the results will nevertheless be unclear. As we have said, the polarity
of the views held make it very unlikely that a consensus will be reached: Mr Meacher
commented that although we need to move the debate forward, “it will not be with a
consensus, by any means”, although he hoped that the debate might ‘‘narrow the degree of
polarisation which exists”.** There is in any event a danger that the public debate will
allow those who already hold particular views about GM technology to reiterate their
opinions, whilst the vast majority of people, who feel much less strongly about the matter,
may not be seriously engaged by the process. The public debate will not establish
whether or not public opinion has swung for all time in favour or against the
commercial planting of GM crops, and may not even give a clear view of the state of
public opinion. The value of the exercise may, as we have suggested, lie in the process

42 Crops on Triad, para.46.
53 Genetically modified plants for food use and human health — an update, p.10.
™ Beckett announces a public debate on GM, DEFRA Press Release, 31 May 2002.
*> 4 debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, para.10.
A debate about the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, para.13.
o A debate abont the issue of possible commercialisation of GM crops in the UK, Annex B.
Q.167.
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Gene stacking

31. On 5 February 2002, English Nature published a report of a study of ‘gene stacking’
in herbicide tolerant GM oilseed grown in Canada.”® The study considered evidence of
gene flow between oilseed plants, particularly that genes from plants modified to be
tolerant to certain herbicides have passed from one to another, leading in some cases to
plants tolerant of two or even three different herbicides. Controlling the growth of such
plants may therefore be difficult, and other chemicals may be needed. In its press release
accompanying the report English Nature concluded that “the SCIMAC code [governing
distances between GM and non-GM crops] is probably inadequate to prevent gene stacking
happening in Britain, if these crops were commercialised. The consequences for farmers
could be that volunteer crops would be harder to control and they might have to use

different, and more environmentally damaging, herbicides to control them”.*’

32. However, in its evidence to us SCIMAC said that it was “concerned at a discrepancy
between the press release which reported the report, and what the report actually
contained”.”® It pointed out that the report itself drew attention to the SCIMAC guideline
that a herbicide tolerant crop should be separated from other oilseed rape crops by at least
50 metres, and that “both UK gene flow data and Canadian experience suggest that this
would be effective in reducing significantly the occurrence of gene flow”.”” The report
goes on to say that dealing with gene stacking may have cost and practical implications,
and that there would be an environmental impact caused by the need to use additional
herbicides, although the impact may not be too severe.'”

Food use

33. The Royal Society published its report into Genetically modified plants for food use
in September 1998."" In February 2002 it produced an update.'” It concluded that the
risks to human health as a result of using viral techniques to modify plants are negligible,
and that “given the very long history of DNA consumption from a wide variety of sources,
it is likely that such consumption poses no significant risk to human health, and that
additional ingestion of GM DNA has no effect”.'”® When this point was put to the Soil
Association, however, it reiterated its concern about the fact that parts of viruses are
commonly used to alter genetic information in GM plants. The Association said that “it
is for that reason that it is thought that there is no actual means of controlling this genetic
part, this viral part, and so the gene could actually transfer out again [into the person
consuming the GM food] ... it has been proven in the laboratory that these genes can

transfer, so there is no reason to think they could not”.'*

34. Many other reports on GM technology have been produced: these three examples
illustrate the degree to which the science is contentious. No consensus is emerging from
the scientific research undertaken into the environmental impact and safety of GM
food and crops — at least not oene sufficiently robust to refute the claims of those

5 . . . . ) .
% Gene stacking in herbicide tolerant oilseed rape: lessons from the North American experience, English Nature

Research Reports No. 443; sec sec hiip: www.english-nature.org. uk’‘pubs/publication/PDF 'enr44 3. pdl
" GM Craps may become weedier, English Nature Press Release EN/02/06, S February 2002; the press release can be
viewed on the internet at htip: Swww enelish-naturc. org.uk/newssstorv.asp? [D=3335.
0 Q98
Gene stacking in herbicide tolerant vilseed rape, p.11.
Y Gene stacking in herbicide tolerant cifseed rape, p.15 and 16,
Genetically modified plants for food use, Royal Society; see hitpr/www rovalsoc.ac.uk ‘policyv/index. html,
Genetically modified plants for food use and human health — an updare, Royal Society policy document 4/02,
February 2002; see http S www. rovalsoc.ae uki policyfindex himl.
“ij Genetically modified plants for food use and human health — an update, p.10.
Q.37
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products as to food, but said that it took a different view of derivatives of GM plants used
for medical applications.'”” SCIMAC pointed to possible benefits if rye grass could be
modified to cause fewer problems for sufferers of hay fever.'"* Mr Meacher told us that *“in
respect of pharmaceuticals and drugs the public is much more willing to be supportive than

in the case of food production” '

38. It is perhaps unfortunate, therefore, that the crops featured in the programme of farm-
scale evaluations are so workmanlike. SCIMAC conceded that from the consumer’s point
of view there was probably no benefit as a result of genetic modification in the range of
crops being trialed.'” Mr Meacher agreed that “oilseed rape, maize (which is largely used
for animal feed) and beet are not directly relevant to the consumer. Therefore, making the
consumer aware that there are benefits — if there are and [ think there are — does need to be
propagated much more strongly if we are going to get a proper balance between potential
consumer benefits and the downside risks”."'® He told us that he thought that “the
biotechnology companies have very largely concentrated on producer benefits rather than
on the consumer benefits”.''” It is unfortunate that the crops chosen for use in the
farm-scale evaluations are not directly used by consumers. Debate about the farm-
scale evaluations is therefore likely to focus on alleged risks associated with GM
technology without the balance of any concrete examples of substantial consumer
benefits. As aresult the public, looking at the outcomes of the farm-scale evaluations
alone, is unlikely to perceive much advantage in proceeding to commercial
exploitation of GM crops. This ensures that the debate will be about principles and
hypotheses not concrete consumer-relevant United Kingdom data, making it all the
harder to involve the wider public.

Conclusions

39. Views about GM technology, at least amongst the vocal minorities opposed to or in
favour, are firmly entrenched. There is reason therefore to doubt whether attempts to hold
a rational discussion about the principles of the subject will be successful. However, the
passage of time since the furore of 1999, the public acceptance of GM food when it was
first sold in the mid-1990s, the apparent success of the AEBC, and the observations of our
witnesses about the acceptability of GM technologies for medical and pharmaceutical
purposes indicate that in fact such a discussion may be possible. We hope that the media,
including scientific journals, will address the matter in a responsible way, and that the
wider public, beyond those with already well-formed opinions, will be engaged by the
debate. We also hope that a method can be found to draw meaning from the debate. That
said, the public debate about GM crops and food proposed by the AEBC is an
innovative and sensible means of attempting to understand public feelings about such
a complicated issue. At the very least the debate will provide a platform through
which the guality of public knowledge will be raised, particularly if the Government
commits itself to providing not only the already-commissioned assessment of the
science by its own advisers but also the independently-conducted and independently-
evaluated research we have recommended, and the debate will also provide a forum
through which the public can air its views.

40. Commercial planting of GM crops is govemed by European Union legislation, in
particular Directive 90/220/EEC on the deliberate release into the environment of GM
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organisms,''® and the Regulations on novel foods.'” Directive 90/220/EEC governs the
release and marketing of GM organisms in the European Union, establishing two categories
of release of organisms into the environment: part B releases for research trials and part C
releases for marketing (commercial) purposes. Applications for part C consents in any one
member state are circulated to the Commission and to all other member states for their
comments. If there are no objections, the application will proceed, and once a part C
consent has been approved in any one member state, it is valid throughout the European
Union.'® Since 1999 there has been an unofficial moratorium on new part C consents
because some member states'”' have “pledged to block all GM product approvals” until
rules on traceability and labelling have been put in place.'” To give approval for
commercial planting of GM crops the Government will have to act within the legal
framework of the European Union. Thus the public debate will inform decisions
made in the United Kingdom; it can also, as the AEBC proposes, help to inform the
attitnde of the United Kingdom Government in European deliberations on these
matters. In the end, however, decisions about commercial exploitation of GM crops
will be decided by our legal obligations within the Union and, potentially, in due
course within the World Trade Organisation. In setting the framework for the public
debate, the Government should, nonetheless, make clear the importance of the United
Kingdom's international obligations.

Conclusions and recommendations
Openness, transparency and responsibility

(a) We urge those in favour of GM crops and those opposed to approach debate
on the subject in as responsible and open-minded a manner as possible. In
particular we urge them to base their arguments on rigorous science, rather
than conjecture (paragraph 11).

(b) The media has an important role to play in informing the public about the
complex issues surrounding GM food and crops. We urge all parts of the
media to address those issues in future in a rational and constructive matter
— their commitment te doing so is a prerequisite of a well-informed public
debate (paragraph 15).

{c) Wecommend the AEBC for the transparency to which it has committed itself.
All those invelved in supporting or opposing the use of GM technologies, or
who are otherwise engaged in the public debate about the issues surrounding
GM food and crops, would do well to heed the example set by the Commission
since its inception (paragraph 17).

Support for the public debate

(d) We support the proposed public debate about the issues surrounding the
outcome of the farm-scale evaluations and the future commercial growing of
GM crops. However, we caution that the most optimistic aspirations for such
a debate — that through it a clearer public consensus in favour or opposed to
commercial planting will be formed — are unlikely to be fulfilled. The debate
will, though, help to inform those members of the public who become aware

e See hitpwww.europicu.int eur-tessendndex. il

:;2 See, for cxample, Regulation (EC) No 258/97.
Sce HC Deb, 2 May 2001, col.689W,

i; France, haly, Greece, Denmark and Luxembourg (also supported in part by Belgium).
See ENDS Environment Dailv, 13 July 2000,
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(e)

of it about GM crops in a rational and intelligent way, and at the same time
help the Government to understand public opinion rather better (paragraph
19).

The public debate will not establish whether or not public opinion has swung
for all time in favour or against the commercial planting of GM crops, and
may not even give a clear view of the state of public opinion. The value of the
exercise may, as we have suggested, lie in the process itself, which will help to
inform the public, at least give a flavour of the variety of opinions held, and
offer at least a framework for involvement (paragraph 26).

The Government

()

We agree that public mistrust of its intentions in respect of GM crops and food
requires that the programme of public debate should be conducted
independently of Government. The approach proposed by the AEBC appears
likely to keep the process at arm’s length from the Government, and we
therefore commend it (paragraph 22).

Independent science

(8)

(h)

(1)

Whilst we welcome the assessment of the science surrounding GM to be
carried out by the Government’s scientific advisers, we urge the Government
to go further in order to buttress public confidence in the science
underpinning the debate. We recommend that the Governmentnotonly adopt
the recommendations made by the AEBC about the provision of
independently-reviewed data and of public funds for future research, but also
consider establishing a panel of scientists able to provide advice which is seen
to be unbiased to inform the public debate (paragraph 24).

It should be stressed that comparative models of change are required.
Conventional British agriculture has not stood still and its evolution has had
profound effects on our environment, our landscape, even arguably on our
health. Analyses of GM technology must compare potential change from that
source with predictable change as a result of conventional farming (paragraph
23).

No consensus is emerging from the scientific research undertaken into the
environmental impact and safety of GM food and crops — at least not one
sufficiently robust to refute the claims of those opposed to the technology,
although we note the comment made to us by SCIMAC that gene flow in
plants has been going on for centuries; we also note the conclusions of the
Royal Society that consuming GM food poses no significant threat to human
health. What is needed for the sake of the public debate is that efforts be
made to reach agreement on even the simplest points of science. We reiterate
our recommendation that Government should take steps to ensure that
scientific research is carried out and made available to inform the public
debate, and that research should be assessed by the panel of scientists we have
recommended, and their views also disseminated (paragraph 34).

We recommend as a matter of priority that the Government address the
question of the need to rebuild public confidence in science as an instrument
of public policy, without which it will be extremely difficult to have a well
informed public consultation and debate on matters such as the future of GM
technology (paragraph 27).
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Farm-scale evaluations

k)

(0

The farm-scale evaluations are important, but they will answer only a very
limited number of questions. As we have said, further independently-
conducted and independently-assessed research will be needed in order to
inform the public debate (paragraph 36).

Itis unfortunate that the crops chosen for use in the farm-scale evaluations are
not directly used by consumers. Debate about the farm-scale evaluations is
therefore likely to focus on alleged risks associated with GM technology
without the balance of any conerete examples of substantial consumer benefits.
As a result the public, looking at the outcomes of the farm-scale evaluations
alone, is unlikely to perceive much advantage in proceeding to commercial
exploitation of GM crops. This ensures that the debate will be about
principles and hypotheses not concrete consumer-relevant United Kingdom
data, making it all the harder to involve the wider public (paragraph 38).

General conclusions

{(m) The public debate about GM crops and food proposed by the AEBC is an

(n)

innovative and sensible means of attempting to understand public feelings
about such a complicated issue. At the very least the debate will provide a
platform through which the quality of public knowledge will be raised,
particularly if the Government commits itself to providing not only the
already-commissioned assessment of the science by its own advisers but also
the independently-conducted and independently-evaluated research we have
recommended, and the debate will also provide a forum through which the
public can air its views (paragraph 39).

To give approval for commercial planting of GM crops the Government will
have to act within the legal framework of the European Union. Thus the
public debate will inform decisions made in the United Kingdom; it can also,
as the AEBC proposes, help to inform the attitude of the United Kingdom
Government in European deliberations on these matters. In the end, however,
decisions about commercial exploitation of GM crops will be decided by our
legal obligations within the Union and, potentially, in due course within the
World Trade Organisation. In setting the framework for the public debate,
the Government should, nonetheless, make clear the importance of the United
Kingdom’s international obligations (paragraph 40).
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PROCEEDINGS OF THE COMMITTEE
RELATING TO THE REPORT

WEDNESDAY 12 JUNE 2002

Members present:

Mr David Curry, in the Chair

Mr Colin Breed Mr Austin Mitchell
David Bumside Diana Organ
Mr Dawvid Drew David Taylor

Mr Michael Jack Mr Mark Todd
Mr Eric Martlew

* k¥

The Committee deliberated.

Report from the Genetically Modified Organisms Sub-commiitee [ Genetically Modified
Organisms), proposed by the Chairman, brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.
Paragraphs | to 40 read and agreed to.

Summary read and agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Fifth Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Chairman do make the Report to the House.

A Memorandum was ordered to be reported to the House.

The Committee further deliberated.

® ¥ ¥

[Adjourned till Wednesday 19 June at Ten o’clock.
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UNPRINTED MEMORANDUM

The following Memorandum was received and has been reported to the House. A copy
has been placed in the House of Commons Library where it may be inspected by
Members. Another copy has been placed in the Record Office, House of Lords, and is
available to the public for inspection. Requests for inspection should be addressed to
the Record Office, House of Lords , London SW1A OPW (tel 020 7219 3074). Hours of
inspection are from 9.30 am to 5.30pm on Mondays to Fridays.

1. Memorandum by the American Soybean Association (D1)





