
RESPONSE TO THE GM SCIENCE REVIEW PANEL’S FIRST REPORT 
 
 
The Scientific Alliance welcomes this wide-ranging review of the science 
underlying crop biotechnology and congratulates the panel on the publication of 
such a comprehensive and useful report. 
 
We are particularly pleased to see a coordinated effort by a panel of independent 
experts to address a wide range of concerns raised by members of the public. 
Such an open and transparent approach can only help to increase people’s faith in 
the integrity of scientists and the scientific process. However, we would caution 
that by focussing on areas of uncertainty and scientific disagreement, the report 
runs the risk of giving the impression that the science surrounding GM plants is 
relatively less complete than for other disciplines.  In reality, far more 
research has been carried out on GM crop products and the resulting 
foodstuffs than on most conventionally produced equivalents.  
 
As for all such reviews, the conclusions are not black and white. In particular, 
because of the impossibility of declaring anything to be 100% safe, the report 
contains language which has been quoted out of context by some of those 
opposed to biotechnology to support their entrenched views. This, of course, runs 
counter to the science-based approach of evaluating the available evidence to 
arrive at rational conclusions: an approach which we trust will continue to be used 
by policy makers. 
 
Scientific knowledge is not static: it evolves continuously. Given this, it is not 
surprising that the panel has identified gaps in our knowledge. However, the 
same could be said for any other technology.  The need for further research 
should not be seen as a reason to delay the commercialisation of GM crops, 
particularly in light of the benefits to farming and rural economies already evident 
from commercial growing of GM crops on over 60 million hectares worldwide. 
 
There are also some specific comments we would like to make on issues raised in 
the report: 
 

• The review in Chapter 4 of the issue of “unreliability and imprecision” of 
GM plant breeding rightly concludes that similar concerns could be raised 
about breeding techniques generally regarded as “conventional”. 
Recombinant DNA technology does, of course, have the potential to 
achieve results which are impossible by other techniques, but the stringent 
and robust EU regulatory and monitoring regime is more than sufficient to 
ensure that commercial GM crops are fully characterised, genetically stable 
and at least as safe as their non-GM equivalents.  Once introduced and 
selected, the integrity, functionality, stability and location of the new gene 
or genes is known – unlike the empirical and random approaches used in 
conventional mutation breeding etc. 

• The thorough review of GM food and feed safety issues in Chapter 5 
reiterates what has been said many times before: these crops are subject 
to intense scientific and regulatory scrutiny and far more is known about 
approved GM foods and feeds than other components of our diet. We also 
welcome the statements regarding the lack of new types of hazard 
intrinsic to the technology, and the need to look at both potential benefits 
and risks. We concur that a balanced assessment of the end result, rather 
than a focus on the way it was achieved, is the sensible and appropriate 
way forward. 

• Some of the environmental issues raised inevitably give more cause for 
concern as society becomes increasingly aware of the impact of farming 



practices on the general environment. There is certainly a need to make 
sure that future generations of stress-tolerant plants, for example, do not 
become unduly invasive. However, we are confident that a combination of 
continuing technological advances and intense regulatory oversight will 
ensure appropriate control. We welcome the fact that ecologists are now 
turning their attention to a more complete study of the agricultural 
landscape.  It is already apparent that changes in agricultural policy, for 
example arising from CAP reviews, will have a much greater 
environmental impact than GM crops ever will. 

 
Overall, we consider that crop biotechnology is a valuable tool for plant breeders, 
with a proven potential to deliver significant benefits at a time when 
improvements from conventional plant breeding are likely to be substantially less 
than in recent decades. Many of these benefits will accrue particularly to 
developing countries and to crops which have received little attention from 
conventional plant breeding or where problems of pest and disease resistance 
have proved intractable to conventional techniques.   We strongly believe that 
crop biotechnology will contribute to greater global food security. Indeed, the 
most recent report by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics reiterated its view that the 
appropriate use of crop biotechnology for less developed countries is a moral 
imperative. 
 
The extent to which the UK and our European neighbours will choose to use GM 
seed in the near future will be determined to a large degree  by the socio-
economic factors driving choices made by individual farmers and growers.  
However, it is essential that they have that choice.  There is no rational reason 
why they should not grow crops for which no credible health or environmental 
hazards exist. To deny this freedom is to accept that the vested interests of 
pressure groups, using emotive and unfounded assertions, should have a greater 
influence on policy than objective scientific evidence. 
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