
 
 
 

GM Science Review – First Report 

Comments submitted by the Agricultural Biotechnology 
Council 

 
Overall comments 
 

1. abc welcomes the first report of the GM Science Review strand of GM Nation? It represents a 
timely review of the literature and derides the “lie” that decisions made on the subject of GM 
crops and GM food, are made in a knowledge vacuum. 

 
2. The major impact of the report is that it adds both weight and credibility to scientific views on 

areas of the subject where there is a perceived public concern. 
 

3. It provides an unprecedented review of the extensive literature that exists in the public 
domain, and uses this to draw scientific conclusions on several common misconceptions, that 
seem able to persist without any substantiating evidence. 

 
4. Whilst abc recognises that the subject was complex and the report took time to complete, it 

was disappointed that the publication of the report did not occur until after the formal public 
consultation on the subject. This was unfortunate since, in our experience from attending 
debates around the UK, this gave the impression that the “jury was out” regarding many of the 
critical aspects of current GM crops and food. Not surprisingly, its absence was therefore 
exploited by the anti-GM lobby to the detriment of the debate as a whole. 
 
Methodology 
 

5. abc recognises and commends the science panel for the quality of the methodology used in 
this review, with particular reference to the quality and weight of evidence required to 
substantiate claims of harm or safety of a technology or product. 

 
Role of Science in the Regulatory Process 
 

6. In a market-led economy, it is important to have a regulatory system that minimises risk and 
promotes best practice. Such a system, however, must be science-based for it to be credible 
publicly, politically and from an industry perspective. On that basis, abc and its member 
companies have always supported the work of the scientific advisory committees set up to 
oversee the regulatory process. 



 
7. abc recognises the validity of the concept of the precautionary principle as promoting a step-

by-step, case-by-case evaluation of a GM product and substantial equivalence as a starting 
point for comparing GM food with its non-GM counterpart. 
 

8. It is also clear that our knowledge of GM technologies, GM crops and GM food will always 
increase.  The regulatory system will evolve as more information and experience is gained 
and this will enhance public confidence in the robust regulatory framework we have in place 
today.  abc and its member companies are committed to this process. 
  
 
Reliability of GM Plant Breeding 
 

9. This section contained a useful review of many “new” technologies that are used in current 
plant breeding. Comparing these “traditional” methods with GM plant breeding, clearly 
demonstrates that the latter is able to incorporate a desired trait more efficiently, is more 
precise and is less prone to error. 
 
Safety of Food and Feed derived from GM Crops 

 
10. Clearly, a very important chapter in this review is that regarding the safety of GM food and GM 

animal feed. Safety is, of course, paramount and the panel has demonstrably carried out a 
thorough review of the subject. 

 
11. abc supports the review’s findings that as a technology, GM introduces no new risks per se, 

ie, that “any potential effects are not different in nature from those created by conventional 
breeding practices and are already familiar to toxicologists and nutritionists”. 

 
12. It is clear that both the UK and Europe tightly regulate the safety assessment process and 

would not allow GM food to be eaten unless it was “at least as safe as” its non-GM 
counterpart. Such a regulatory system is based on a case-by-case process and is essential 
for confidence building. 
 

13. abc welcomes the attempt by the panel to “put things into perspective”. For example, the 
assertion that GM DNA is somehow “different” from non-GM DNA is dismissed by the panel 
as unfounded. DNA (whether transgenic or otherwise) is subject to the same degradation 
process in food processing, within the gastro-intestinal tract or within animal and bacterial 
cells which subsume the resultant fragments which remain. 
 

14. Likewise, the panel pointed out the  “consumption of virus infected [non-GM] plant tissues may 
result in up to 1000,000-fold greater dosage of the CaMV 35S promoter per gram of tissue 
than would be obtained by consuming [GM] plant tissue” using this promoter.  
 

15. On the subject of allergies, abc concurs that there are now methods in place that will allow us 
to ensure that foods derived from GM crops will not pose an increased risk of allergenic 
potential. Furthermore, GM technology provides an exciting opportunity to reduce the 
allergenicity of current problem foods such as wheat (gluten intolerance), rice, and nuts. 
 

16. Regarding animal feed, it is clear that with an ever-expanding population, the need for animal 
feed will concomitantly increase. GM technology offers the opportunity to increase both the 
quantity and quality of animal feed, whilst reducing the need to clear fragile ecosystems in the 



developing world to supply it. Abc concurs with the panel that there is no evidence, despite 
many millions of tonnes of GM animal feed having been produced, of any substantiated health 
issues for either the animals fed on this feed, nor for people who have consumed the resultant 
animal products. 
 
Environmental Impacts of GM crops 
 

17. In the experience of abc members, the subject of the environmental impact of GM crops is 
frequently raised at public meetings. We would concur with the panel that no “potentially 
dangerous effects” have been identified with current GM crops. 
 

18. There is a wealth of information regarding the invasiveness of the GM crops currently being 
envisaged for the UK. Certainly, these are considerably less invasive than a number of 
recently imported perennials readily available at any garden centre. Regarding future crops, 
these will need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
 

19. Regarding the potential effects of Bt crops on wildlife, it is necessary to compare the specific 
nature of such a method of insect control (ie, limited to a few insects and only those which 
ingest the specific plant material), to many current methods of reducing crop losses (broad – 
certainly “broader” spectrum insecticides applied over the top of the crop). 
 

20. abc recognises and indeed promotes the idea that the introduction of GM herbicide-tolerant 
crops many change a farmer’s weed management strategies, recognising the opportunities to 
allow weeds to remain in a crop for longer and promoting minimal cultivation techniques, both 
of which can have very positive environmental benefits. It is worthy of note, however, that 
similar benefits have been obtained in Canada using non-GM oilseed rape bred, using 
mutation-aided breeding, to be tolerant to an alternative broad-spectrum herbicide. 
 

21. The report suggests that increased productivity (“intensification”) or benefits to the 
environment can be accrued using GM crops. abc maintain that the two are not mutually 
exclusive, and that GM technology offers an increase in productivity whilst reducing the 
environmental footprint of farming. 
 
Gene flow, detection and Impact of GM Crops 
 

22. Gene-flow between compatible crops is a fact of agriculture, but can be minimised by a raft of 
measures. abc recognises that co-existence between all forms of agriculture is highly 
desirable, but that it is also achievable given sensible, endorsable and enforceable thresholds 
coupled to effective stewardship. SCIMAC (Supply Chain Initiative on Modified Crops) was 
formed to identify measures and protocols to achieve such co-existence. 

 
23. Although we are sure you are already aware, we would like to bring to your attention the 

recent publication by DEFRA of several documents regarding geneflow.  Some of these 
studies were done on fields involved in the FSEs and will provide useful information to fill one 
of your proposed knowledge gaps, i.e geneflow.  These confirm co-existence is highly 
achievable 
 

24. Likewise, gene-flow between crops and compatible weeds is also a well documented process. 
Interestingly, the most recent research (Sweet et al and Rodgers et al) suggests that the 
herbicide tolerance trait transfers from oilseed rape to supposedly sexually compatible weeds 
is a rare event and when it does happens, appears to result in poorly competitive weed hybrid. 



 
Concluding comments 
 

25. It was perhaps expected but still disappointing to see that what the Panel identified as “gaps in 
our knowledge” was allowed to be portrayed in the media as areas of concern and in the 
current climate of scaremongering it is worth being very guarded about words. 

 
26. It was also disappointing to see the press release briefly mentioning epidemiological 

surveillance and hiding such statements behind the caveat “others argue”.  Such suggestions 
are extremely complex and although several immanent bodies such as the WHO and the 
Royal Society have considered the ability to achieve scientific validity and useful results via 
such techniques, all have concluded at this moment in time these are not workable, feasible or 
practical and are unlikely to add anything to our current knowledge and assurance of the 
human health and safety of GM.  We therefore find casual inclusion of such an in-depth and 
complex topic in the press release gave such a proposal undue prominence and may lead to 
unrealistic expectations that such work or research is required or readily achievable. 
 

27. We are encouraged by the panel’s attempt to wherever possible compare the realities of GM 
products and production systems using these Crops, with baseline data and knowledge, of 
conventional and other forms of agriculture. 
 

28. abc feel that current and past scientific evaluations of GM crops have been more than 
adequate to ensure human and environmental safety.  This belief has been endorsed and 
reiterated by the fact that in seven years of widespread commercial experience there is no 
verifiable example where a GM crop has caused human or environmental harm.   
 

29. Finally, abc would re-iterate a concluding remark from the panels press release “We cannot 
know everything but if we are paralysed by uncertainty, innovation and progress will be stifled” 
abc feel the level of scientific certainty we have that GM crops and products are safe for 
human health and the environment has exceeded the level of certainty required to responsibly 
move forward with GM crops in the UK.   
 
 
NOTES  
 
1. The Agricultural Biotechnology Council (abc) was set up in 2002 to provide a forum for 

the debate and education surrounding GM technology in the United Kingdom. 
 

2. The members of abc are BASF, Bayer CropScience, Dow AgroSciences, DuPont, 
Monsanto and Syngenta. These companies are working together to promote a fair 
debate surrounding the production of GM crops and also to provide education about 
GM in the UK. 
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