
motion:

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
www.debatingmatters.com
GUIDES

AUGUSt 2011 

Gm FooD

JASon SmitH

“it iS timE to 
EmBRACE tHE 
CommERCiAL 
PLAntinG oF  
Gm CRoPS”



notES

© ACADEmy oF iDEAS LtD 2011

DEBAtinG mAttERS
www.DEBAtinGmAttERS.Com

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

Gm FooD:
“it is time to embrace the commercial planting of Gm crops”

KEy tERmS
Bt cotton

Farm-Scale Evaluations (FSEs)

Genetic modification

Plant breeding 

 1 of 6
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 [Ref: Independent] 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’ [Ref: European Voice] for hindering 
Africa’s escape from poverty and creating a situation where most 
African countries shun GM crops and food [Ref: Truth About Trade]. 
But anti-GM campaigners argue 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. Prince Charles flamed the debate when he called 
GM a ‘gigantic experiment with nature and the whole of humanity’ [Ref: 
Farmers Guardian]. 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. 
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http://www.nri.org/glossary/btcotton.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3194574.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/spl/hi/pop_ups/03/sci_nat_how_a_plant_is_genetically_modified/html/1.stm
http://www.answers.com/topic/plant-improvement
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/foodanddrink/foodanddrinknews/8278014/GM-food-needed-to-avert-global-crisis-says-Government-adviser.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/gm-crops-needed-in-britain-says-minister-849991.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/feb/26/food.climatechange
http://www.europeanvoice.com/article/imported/european-gm-myths-hinder-africa-s-escape-from-famine/48549.aspx
http://www.truthabouttrade.org/news/latest-news/18224
http://www.globalissues.org/article/190/ge-technologies-will-solve-world-hunger
http://www.farmersguardian.com/home/rural-life/country-view/mandelson-slams-prince-charles-%E2%80%98irresponsible%E2%80%99-gm-comments/33173.article
http://in.reuters.com/article/2010/02/09/idINIndia-46026620100209
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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 
20th 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 
[Ref: Telegraph]. 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 in the UK [Ref: BBC News]. 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.

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: The 
Times]; and GM soya beans containing omega3 acids, which, it is 
said, could help ‘prevent heart attacks’ [Ref: The Times].

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/spl/hi/pop_ups/03/sci_nat_how_a_plant_is_genetically_modified/html/1.stm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/japan/1488644/GM-fears-as-human-liver-gene-is-put-into-rice.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/higher/against-the-grain-economics-not-common-sense-drives-gm-crops-403594.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3194574.stm
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/it-pays-unotu-to-cultivate-gm-crops-survey-finds-2100999.html
http://www.hindu.com/2010/08/10/stories/2010081053390600.htm
http://www.goldenrice.org/Content3-Why/why1_vad.html
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/gates-backs-gm-crops-tech-must-help-farmers-feed-rising-population/619502/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article5014788.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article5014788.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/science/article5068437.ece
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what’s the current situation in the UK?
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].

is it science that’s at stake, or the profits of big 
business?
GM supporters accuse 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.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/3727827.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3194574.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3546347.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3584763.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/jul/06/europe-gm-crop-bans
http://www.prospect-magazine.co.uk/article_details.php?id=9876
http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=SqDvBO1pyEU%3d&tabid=390
http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=SqDvBO1pyEU%3d&tabid=390
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 4 of 6ESSEntiAL READinG
Passing Judgment on Genetically Modified Foods 
David Katz Huffington Post 29 July 2011

Anti-HIV drug made by GM plants begins trials in humans 
Sarah Boseley Guardian 9 July 2011

Where genetically modified crops are grown 
Economist 23 February 2011

Feed costs spiral as GM ban hits poultry sector hard 
William Surman Farmers Guardian 28 September 2010

The war over GM is back. Is the truth any clearer? 
Jay Rayner Guardian 5 October 2008

FoR
The cost of spurning GM crops is too high 
Jonathan D G Jones Guardian 21 July 2011

GM crops can help achieve Europe’s objectives 
Martin Banks Parliament 2 March 2011

Tomatoes with Viagra: how to get consumers to love GM crops 
John Krebs The Times 12 November 2008

The Prince is entitled to his views – but not his ignorance 
Dominic Lawson Independent 15 August 2008

The world needs GM agriculture 
Julian Little Guardian 14 August 2008

AGAinSt
Why a deregulated approach to GM crops is ‘deeply flawed’ 
Paul Johnston Ecologist 23 August 2011

GM regulators chose ignorance over science 
Jonathan Latham Guardian 15 June 2011

Who can we trust on GM food? 
Peter Melchett Guardian 9 December 2008

Royal but essentially right 
Graham Harvey Guardian 14 August 2008

Against the grain: ‘Economics, not common sense, drives GM 
Dr Michael Antoniou Independent 27 September 2007

in DEPtH
The truth about genetically modified crops 
Business Matters 2011

Food Prices: How high will they go by 2020? 
Simon Rodgers Guardian 17 June 2011

Immoral advances: Is science out of control? 
Dan Jones New Scientist 9 January 2009

The real GM food scandal 
Dick Taverne Prospect 1 November 2007

5 Reasons to Keep Britain GM-Free 
Ecologist June 2003

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/david-katz-md/genetically-modified-foods_b_912096.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2011/jul/19/anti-hiv-drug-gm-plants
http://www.economist.com/blogs/dailychart/2011/02/adoption_genetically_modified_crops
http://www.farmersguardian.com/home/livestock/feed-costs-spiral-as-gm-ban-hits-poultry-sector-hard/34579.article
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/oct/05/gmcrops.food
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/jul/21/gm-debate
http://www.theparliament.com/latest-news/article/newsarticle/gm-crops-can-help-achieve-europes-objectives/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/article5133431.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/dominic-lawson/dominic-lawson-the-prince-is-entitled-to-his-views-ndash-but-not-his-ignorance-897493.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/aug/14/gmcrops.food
http://www.theecologist.org/blogs_and_comments/commentators/other_comments/1026452/response_why_a_deregulated_approach_to_gm_crops_is_deeply_flawed.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/jun/15/gm-regulators-pesticides-safety?INTCMP=SRCH
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/dec/09/david-king-gm-crops
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/aug/14/gmcrops.food1
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/higher/against-the-grain-economics-not-common-sense-drives-gm-crops-403594.html
http://businessmatters.net/2011/05/the-truth-about-genetically-modified-crops/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2011/jun/17/food-prices-projections-oecd
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20126905.100-immoral-advances-is-science-out-of-control.html?full=true
http://www.prospect-magazine.co.uk/article_details.php?id=9876
http://newfarm.rodaleinstitute.org/international/gleanings/2003/august/5org_print.shtml
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Public sector should develop GM crops for seed companies, says 
leading researcher 
Ecologist 1 August 2011

GM crops ten years on: Hope, hype and reality 
Ian Scoones ESRC 26 January 2011

Global Status of Commercialized Biotech/GM Crops: 2010 
ISAAA 2010

Can genetically modified crops save the world? 
Battle of Ideas 1 November 2008

Ask the expert: GM crops 
Financial Times 3 July 2008

ESRC: What farmers think about GM crops 
Politics.co.uk 25 February 2008

Introduction: GM Organisms 
New Scientist 4 September 2006

Genetically Modified Foods: Harmful or Helpful? 
Deborah B Whitman ProQuest April 2000

Genetically Modified Foods 
Santa Fe Institute Fora.tv

Who benefits from GM crops? 
Friends of the Earth

GM crops: good or bad? 
Sue Mayer & Andy Stirling Nature

GM Foods: The Health Effects 
The Soil Association

Genetically modified crops: the ethical and social issues 
Nuffield Council on Bioethics

oRGAniSAtionS
Cropgen

Friends of the Earth

Gene Watch

GM Freeze

Golden Rice

International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech 
Applications (ISAAA)

John Innes Centre

Monsanto

Soil Association

‘Solyent Green’ (15), 1973 
‘Food Inc’ (PG), 2008 

Find out more about our partnership with the education charity 
FILMCLUB, how you can bring the power of films into your 
school debates, and this autumn’s recommendations from the 
FILMCLUB team for Debating Matters!

RECommEnDS: 

http://www.theecologist.org/News/news_analysis/997020/public_sector_should_develop_gm_crops_for_seed_companies_says_leading_researcher.html
http://www.theecologist.org/News/news_analysis/997020/public_sector_should_develop_gm_crops_for_seed_companies_says_leading_researcher.html
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/impacts-and-findings/features-casestudies/features/6665/gm-crops-ten-years-on-hope-hype-and-realitypart-1.aspx
http://www.isaaa.org/resources/publications/briefs/42/executivesummary/default.asp
http://fora.tv/2008/11/01/Can_Genetically_Modified_Crops_Feed_the_World
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/639fb6ce-481e-11dd-a851-000077b07658.html
http://www.politics.co.uk/opinion-formers/economic-social-research-council-esrc/article/esrc-what-farmers-think-about-gm-crops2
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn9921-instant-expert-gm-organisms.html
http://www.csa.com/discoveryguides/gmfood/overview.php
http://fora.tv/2006/09/14/Genetically_Modified_Foods
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/who_benefits_from_gm_crops.pdf
http://www.nature.com/embor/journal/v5/n11/full/7400285.html
http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=SqDvBO1pyEU%3d&tabid=390
http://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/sites/default/files/GM%20crops%20-%20full%20report.pdf
http://www.cropgen.org/index.html
http://www.foe.co.uk/
http://www.genewatch.org/
http://www.gmfreeze.org/
http://www.goldenrice.org/Content3-Why/why1_vad.html
http://www.isaaa.org/
http://www.isaaa.org/
http://www.jic.ac.uk/corporate/index.htm
http://www.monsanto.co.uk/
http://www.soilassociation.org/
http://www.debatingmatters.com/topicguides/filmclubrecommends/
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U.S. farmers grow world’s first ethanol producing GM corn used 
to fill gas tanks 
Daily Mail 16 August 2011

Foreign aid could fund UK-based research into GM crops that can 
grow in drought-ridden Africa 
Farming UK 16 August 2011

GM food needed to avert global crisis says Government adviser 
Telegraph 3 August 2011

Report advocates GM crops in food supply measures 
Independent 24 January 2011

Food prices could double without GM foods, scientists warn 
Telegraph 24 January 2011

It pays not to cultivate GM crops, survey finds 
Independent 8 October 2010

GM crops hold key to our future food supply, says Benn 
Evening Standard 10 August 2010

EU to let states rule on GM crops 
BBC News 13 July 2010

Gates backs GM crops: tech must help farmers, feed rising 
population 
Indian Express 16 May 2010

GM potato cleared for EU farming 
BBC News 2 March 2010

GM crops must be grown in Britain, Royal Society says 
Telegraph 21 October 2009

GM crops being grown in Britain 
Telegraph 27 July 2009

Scientists condemn ‘ill-informed, negative’ Prince over GM crops 
warning 
The Times 14 August 2008

Europe warms to GM crops as possible solution to food crisis 
Independent 21 June 2008

GM crops not the answer campaigners warn 
Telegraph 19 June 2008

Government wants GM crops debate 
BBC News 19 June 2008

Worldwide increase in GM crops, report shows 
Guardian 13 February 2008

GM fears as human liver gene is put into rice 
Telegraph 25 April 2005

in tHE nEwS

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2026466/Enogen-US-farmers-grow-ethanol-producing-GM-corn-used-gas-tanks.html?ito=feeds-newsxml
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2026466/Enogen-US-farmers-grow-ethanol-producing-GM-corn-used-gas-tanks.html?ito=feeds-newsxml
http://www.farminguk.com/news/Foreign-aid-could-fund-UK-based-research-into-GM-crops-that-can-grow-in-drought-ridden-Africa_21370.html
http://www.farminguk.com/news/Foreign-aid-could-fund-UK-based-research-into-GM-crops-that-can-grow-in-drought-ridden-Africa_21370.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/foodanddrink/foodanddrinknews/8278014/GM-food-needed-to-avert-global-crisis-says-Government-adviser.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/report-advocates-gm-crops-in-food-supply-measures-2192790.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/foodanddrink/8279080/Food-prices-could-double-without-GM-foods-scientists-warn.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/it-pays-unotu-to-cultivate-gm-crops-survey-finds-2100999.html
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/article-23730416-gm-crops-hold-key-to-our-future-food-supply-says-benn.do
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10614957
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/gates-backs-gm-crops-tech-must-help-farmers-feed-rising-population/619502/
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/gates-backs-gm-crops-tech-must-help-farmers-feed-rising-population/619502/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/8545503.stm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/earthnews/6387540/GM-crops-must-be-grown-in-Britain-Royal-Society-says.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/agriculture/farming/5912012/GM-crops-being-grown-in-Britain.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/science/article4526133.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/science/article4526133.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/europe-warms-to-gm-crops-as-possible-solution-to-food-crisis-851595.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/earthnews/3344916/GM-crops-not-the-answer-campaigners-warn.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7462707.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/feb/13/gmcrops.food
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/japan/1488644/GM-fears-as-human-liver-gene-is-put-into-rice.html
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