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GM Science Review – First Report  
 
Memorandum by Syngenta in response to the GM Science Review – First Report 

 
 
Overall comments 
 
• Syngenta welcomes the opportunity to comment on the GM Science Review - 

First report.  
 
• We consider the report to be a thorough review of the literature and welcome the 

publication of independently peer-reviewed data. 
 

 
 
Science in the regulatory process 
 

• The aim of the regulatory process is to protect human health and the 
environment. 

 
• Syngenta supports a regulatory process in which decisions are made on sound 

science.  
 

• The use of expert, independent advisory committees in the regulatory process 
is welcomed and should also enhance public confidence in this process. 

 
• Syngenta supports the use of substantial equivalence as one of a number of 

tools in the safety assessment of GM crops 
 

 
How reliable is plant breeding? 
 

• Syngenta welcomes the comparison of GM plant breeding with traditional 
methods and supports the view that “the testing currently carried out in the 
EU [is] robust and sufficiently comprehensive to provide GM crops that are at 
least as safe as conventional crops.” 

 
GM derived food and animal feed safety 
 

• Syngenta welcome the conclusion, in the Executive Summary of the Science 
Review that “in GM food, the introduced DNA will have the same fate as DNA 
present in conventional food and will be inactivated and increasingly 
degraded as the food progresses through the digestive system”.  However we 
feel it is misleading to imply there is an increased opportunity for bacterial 
DNA present in a GM crop to transfer to gut bacteria per se.  Such statements, 
should be more explicit, in particular they should be linked to potential 
homologous recombination as they are in Sections 5.4 and 7.4. 
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• Syngenta welcome the conclusion of the Science Review that food derived 
from currently approved GM crops is at least as safe and nutritious as that 
derived from the traditional counterparts and science-based approval should be 
on a case-by-case basis. 

 
• The Science Review comments “ ultimately, for GM foods only those products 

which are established to be as safe as those traditionally consumed can be 
considered for approval by the regulatory authorities”.  Where there is no 
conventional counterpart to use as a basis comparison, then it should not be 
implied that the products could not be considered for regulatory approval. It 
will, however, be necessary to conduct additional appropriate safety 
assessments prior to obtaining regulatory approval. 

 
• The current regulatory framework for the safety assessment of novel foods is 

well suited to the evaluation of second generation nutritionally enhanced crops 
and the introduction of new and additional regulations to deal with such crops 
is not necessary. 

 
• Syngenta believes that extensive research into baseline levels of chemicals, 

proteins and metabolites in different plants grown under different 
environmental and climatic conditions is required before “ profiling” 
techniques can be used to evaluate risk. 

 
• Assessment of amino acid homology sequence at 6 contiguous amino acids 

routinely leads to false positive results for potential allergenicity.  Assessment 
at 8 contiguous amino acids is more realistic and more reliable. 

 
• Serum screening, whilst a powerful technique, has logistical challenges, such 

as obtaining sera from sufficient numbers of sensitised individuals to conduct 
an effective screen with sufficient statistical power, or obtaining sera from 
individuals that are allergic to donor organisms or gene products of the donor.  
Establishing international sera banks may facilitate this type of assessment, 
but such are not yet available and in their absence the practical difficulties are 
very substantial. 

 
• Considerable progress has been made in the development of animal models to 

predict the intrinsic potential of an IgE mediated response from proteins 
(Kimber et al 2003, Environmental Health Perspective 111 1125; 1130). 
However, none has yet been validated formally for regulatory purposes. 

 
Environmental impacts of GM crops 
 

• In the risk assessment of GM crops, the notion of risk is often confused with 
hazard.  While some proteins expressed in GM crops may pose a potential 
hazard to certain non-target species, the risk of the GM crop must be assessed 
in the context of potential exposure of that species to the crop.  We therefore 
welcome the attempts of this report to clarify this important point. 
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• Syngenta supports the view that “there is no evidence that the GM crops 
currently available for commercial use in Europe, would be more invasive 
than their non-GM counterparts”  

 
• In Section 6.3.2, for the purpose of the risk assessment, removal of food 

source, such as the target pest, should not be seen as a direct or indirect toxic 
effect. 

 
• Syngenta supports a tiered approach to risk assessment, but the approach in 

Diagram 6.1 suggests monitoring is required to confirm no adverse impacts.  
In the case described, monitoring should not be part of the Tier 3 testing but 
should be performed, post consent, to “confirm that any assumption regarding 
the occurrence and impact of potential adverse effects of the GMO or its use 
in the era [environmental risk assessment] are correct”1.  Such monitoring 
then becomes part of the consent issued under Directive 2001/18/EC.  

 
• In the case of the potential development of insect resistance to Bt crops, it 

should be noted that Bt maize has been grown commercially in the US for 
example since 1996 and Spain since 1998 and despite extensive monitoring, 
no resistance, under field conditions has been observed.  

 
• It has been hypothesised in the report that an increase in the use of Paraquat 

and Diquat could cause harm to hare populations.  Incidence is however rare 
(Edwards P.J., Fletcher M.R., and Berny P. (2000), Agriculture, Ecosystems 
and Environment 79 (2000) 95-103) and mitigation measures are in place to 
limit exposure further.  These mitigation measures are likely to remain 
effective even if the quantities used were to increase. 

 
Gene flow, detection and impact of GM crops 
 

• Syngenta believe that co-existence between all farming systems can occur, but 
must be accompanied by practical and workable thresholds, complemented by 
good agricultural practices.  This is in accordance with the EU Commission 
view.  

 
• Co-existence between the different types of agriculture has been successfully 

achieved in Spain, where Bt maize has been cultivated since 1998. This 
provides practical evidence that co-existence can work in existing farming 
systems. However, a zero threshold is not compatible with the concept of co-
existence between different types of farming, for any method of production. 

 
• Syngenta understands from the report that ACRE takes a precautionary 

approach and assumes that horizontal gene transfer from plants to soil 
microbes will occur.  However we are concerned by the suggestion to 
introduce potential transgene constructs into bacteria where possible effects on 
the fitness of the recipient cannot be predicted with reasonable certainty 
(section 7.4.6).  If such experiments are to be undertaken they must have clear 
functional endpoints to assess the hazard.  

                                                 
1 Annex VII, Directive 2001/18/EC 


