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Welcome to the GM Observer — the newsletter of the Agricultural Biotechnology Council (abc).
abc is the umbrella group of the agricultural biotechnology industry in the UK. Our goal is to provide factual information
about the agricultural use of GM technology in the UK.

EU approves cultivation of new GM crop for
Europe. The first such approval for 12 years

The European Commission has approved a genetically
modified potato to be grown in the EU — making it only the
second GM product that will be grown in the EU. The starch
of the GM potato will be used for industrial purposes such
as making paper and paint, with the by-products used for
animal feed. The Commission stated emphatically that its
decision was based on "a considerable volume of sound
science.”

The GM potato variety was developed for the special
qualities of its starch. The potato is expected to be planted
in the Czech Republic, Sweden and Germany this spring
and the Netherlands next year. The EU Commission also
approved three GM maize products to be imported in to the
European market, though not grown in Europe. The
approvals have been welcomed by the Government in the
House of Lords (Hansard HL 664-667).

14 million farmers say yes to GM but UK
farmers still denied the choice

According to figures released in February by the
International Service for the Acquisition of Agribiotech
Applications (ISAAA), 14 million farmers in 25 countries are
now growing 134 million hectares of GM crops around the
world, a seven per cent increase compared with last year.
The study also found:

* 90% of farmers growing GM are small and resource-poor
farmers from developing countries

« Brazil has surpassed Argentina as the second largest
grower of biotech crops globally (from 15.8 million hectares
in 2008 to 21.4 million in 2009)

« Costa Rica grew biotech crops for the first time

« The top eight countries, each growing more than one
million hectares include: USA, Brazil, Argentina, India,
Canada, China, Paraguay and South Africa.

More information can be found here: www.isaaa.org

Royal Society says invest in science or face
the consequences

Scientists, former ministers and key figures from the
academic and business sectors are warning that if the UK
doesn't invest heavily in research, it will face "decades of
slow economic decline.”

In a report published this month by the Royal Society, The
Scientific Century: securing our future prosperity, former
science ministers Lord Waldegrave and Lord Sainsbury are
among those who warn that investment in science is
desperately needed or the UK will slide behind other major
economies.

Among the recommendations made in the report are calls
for a 15-year spending plan; expansion of the current R&D
tax credit; and the appointment of a Chief Scientific Advisor
to the Treasury.

Lord Waldegrave stated that, "times are tough at the
moment but that is exactly when you need to invest in the
future and focus spending where you already have an
advantage. Science is one of the jewels in our crown but it
yields its dividends over decades.”

Positively, on the role that can be played by technology in
agriculture, the report notes the important successes of the
Green Revolution but notes that “limitations of the Green
Revolution have led to many calls for renewed investment
and collaboration directed at step changes in agricultural
productivity”.

The report reiterates The Royal Society’s call in 2009 for
the UK’s research funders to come together in a sustained
“grand challenge” approach to global agricultural research
and address the need for science, technology, social
science and improved governance in tackling the problems
of global food insecurity. www.royalsociety.org
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Chairman of the Environment Agency lends
support to GM crops

GM crops could help the UK cope with the impact of climate
change, the chairman of the Environment Agency
announced in February.

Lord Smith made his comments at the National Farmers’
Union conference in Birmingham. He said global warming
and the growing world population will bring challenges for
food security, the use of land, flood risk and water scarcity.

Changing weather patterns and rising temperatures were
already affecting wildlife and could force shifts in farming
practices. GM technology and precision farming, such as
sathav harvesting and robots delivering chemicals to plants,
could help farmers produce the extra food required.

Lord Smith said, “my own personal view is that we probably
need to be readier to explore GM options coupled, of
course, with proper environmental safeguards, in adapting
to changes that the climate will bring.”

For more information go to: http://www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/

Conservatives back role of science in
improving agricultural productivity

The Conservative Party has launched a strategy to boost
agricultural research and development. During a visit to
Harper Adams University College, Shadow Environment
Secretary Nick Herbert and Agriculture Spokesman Lord
Taylor emphasised the pressing need for effective
science, innovation and technology transfer to meet the
challenge of increasing food production while protecting
the environment

Lord Taylor said, “with nine billion mouths to feed by
2050, we cannot afford to stand still. Production and
productivity will have to be stepped up again, but not be
at the expense of the environment.” He went on to state
that “this is a monumental challenge, which requires us to
unlock the potential of science.”

Lord Taylor is presently conducting the Conservatives'
review into agricultural research and development.
http://www.conservativeruralaction.com/
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As attitudes improve FSA study reinforces
need for consumers to be informed about GM

In March, the Food Standards Agency (FSA) published new
research looking at people’s attitudes to emerging food
technologies, including GM food. The findings come from
FSA-funded questions in the 2008 British Social Attitudes
survey. The research found that people’s knowledge of,
and attitudes to, food technologies vary considerably.
Interestingly, compared with 1999, when the same
questions were asked, fewer people now say they have a
strong attitude to GM food, and there has been a gradual
increase in public support for GM food, from 10 per cent in
1999 to 19 per cent in 2008.

The research also looked at which groups of the public are
more likely to provide positive and negative assessments of
GM foods and the possible reasons for any patterns were
identified. Attitudes to science have been identified as the
strongest predictor of attitudes to GM foods, and there is
some evidence that increased knowledge of this topic tends
to be associated with lower levels of opposition.

The report concludes that whilst attitudes to GM foods have
become less firm and slightly more positive over time,
future developments are likely to be determined not only by
a growing familiarity with these products, but their level of
availability and the extent and tone of media and public
discussion that takes place within Britain.

The full report is available here:
http://www.food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/bsa08foodtechnolo

gies.pdf.
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