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A series of background briefings to help you get informed and involved as the Government gears up to make its decision about the future of GM in the UK


GM Crops: Bringing Hope
to the Starving?

O

ne good reason to promote genetically modified (GM) foods would be if they could provide for the millions of people - mostly in developing countries - who suffer from starvation and malnutrition. The world’s population is expected to increase from 6 billion today to 8 billion in 2020 so we will soon have increasingly larger numbers of people to feed. Some supporters of GM foods have claimed that by questioning GM foods, the science of GM will suffer, new GM crops will be delayed, and hunger prolonged. As we make our decision about GM crops, it is important to consider how our actions may affect others.

To decide whether GM food will be able to feed the hungry, we need to ask:

· Why are people going hungry in a world where there is more than enough food to feed everyone?

· What is needed to provide people with enough food?

· Are developments in GM crops likely to help?

· Could GM crops make things worse?

Why are people hungry? – The most important reason some people (even in developed countries) do not have enough to eat is poverty - they do not have the money to buy the food they need or the means to produce it themselves. Wars or environmental catastrophes - such as drought or flood - can cause serious crop failures, but although these are very visible, they do not cause as much hunger as poverty overall.

What are the solutions? – There is no single solution for every country and different things need to be done at all levels. Internationally, trade rules have to be changed so that developing countries can compete and not be swamped by produce from subsidised farmers in the developed world. Debt relief must be given so that countries can concentrate on growing food and not on exporting crops to pay interest on debts. Nationally, there has to be research into sustainable, affordable and appropriate farming. This should be publicly funded as it has to be about providing food, not profit. On a local level, farmers need to be able to sell their produce at a fair price. Systems that are adapted to local environmental conditions and ways of working are important for long-term food security.

Can GM help? – It is clear that technological fixes are not the answer. In many cases, there are solutions that are available now. In poor countries, lack of vitamin A and other nutrients such as iron can cause illness and even death. Many thousands of children go blind and others die each year in developing countries because of a lack of vitamin A. The World Health Organisation’s plan to eradicate vitamin A deficiency by 2000 failed because the political will to supply the supplements or a proper mixed diet did not exist. The biotechnology industry has produced GM rice with extra pro-vitamin A which is converted into vitamin A in the body. They argue that this ‘golden rice’ will help prevent deaths due to lack of vitamin A. The GM rice has not yet been proven to work and some people feel it is being used to blackmail people to accept GM foods when it should be quite easy to solve the problem in other ways.

Other developments, such as GM crops which are tolerant to herbicides, are not very relevant to poor farmers who cannot afford chemicals. Overall, it is the needs of the developed world which are driving research into GM foods. 80% of GM crop research and development is undertaken by four multi-national corporations – Syngenta, Monsanto, Bayer CropScience and Aventis – who are accountable to their shareholders and for whom poor people are not a very attractive market.

Will GM make things worse? – If GM foods increased the gap between rich and poor, it would be one reason to reject them. To invest in GM, companies have insisted that they are given patents on the genes they use and the crops and seeds they develop. Patents give a monopoly to the inventor and they can charge royalties for use of their invention. Companies and governments of the developed world are now pushing developing countries to accept patents on genes and seeds. This will benefit the companies producing GM crops, but small farmers cannot pay the royalties involved. Patents also obstruct public institutes from developing GM crops that are relevant to developing countries because they have to obtain permission and make payments to the companies who own the patents. Monsanto controls almost 90% of GM cotton through the patents and companies they have acquired. Unless the control of GM passes to the developing countries and their farmers, they may find themselves worse off if they use GM crops.

Genetic contamination may be more of a problem for developing countries than for the developed world. Many crops have wild relatives growing close by and can cross-pollinate with them. In Britain, it is sugar beet and oilseed rape - two of the GM crops that may be grown here first - that have wild relatives which could be contaminated. In tropical countries, where many staple food crops evolved (such as rice, maize and potatoes), there is a greater potential for genetic contamination. Already, imported GM maize has contaminated native varieties in Mexico.

Debating matters

· Should developing countries accept GM food aid? – GM food aid from the USA has been rejected by Zambia even though many people are starving. Zambia is concerned about genetic pollution and GM food safety. Should Zambia take the GM food or should the USA give its aid in cash, not in food produced by its own farmers?
· Are patents on seed acceptable? – Patents are intended to protect inventions so they cannot be copied. Should farmers have to pay companies royalties for seed they keep for the next season?
· How does our GM debate affect developing countries? – Will progress be held up if we do not accept GM foods here? Anti-GM campaigns in the developed world have revealed shortcomings in safety testing and exposed industry plans to produce GM crops with sterile seed so farmers could not keep seed to resow but would have to go back to the seed company for more each year. Does this help or harm developing countries in tackling hunger?
· Are there better solutions? – Focusing on GM may divert attention away from the root causes of hunger or other farming improvements. How should the UK spend its aid budget - on producing GM crops for the developing world or other approaches?

Have your


say on whether GM crops should be grown in Britain
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