
Open Letter to support DG Environment’s reported proposal on the cultivation of 
genetically modified maize cultivars in the European Union

Dear Commissioner Dimas

The European press reports that the European Commission’s DG Environment proposes that the 
request for approval of cultivation of two genetically modified maize products, known as Bt11 and  
1507, be rejected by the European Union. There have been different reports of criticism, open 
letters and attacks from interest groups that do not like this proposal. We, scientists and experts in  
biology and ecology, many working in the field of GM biosafety, feel it important to assure our  
support for your position to take a precautionary approach to the cultivation of GM crops in Europe  
based on the following scientific reasons:

There is a lack of scientific consensus on the safety assessment of GM crops. This includes 
a lack of standardization what pre-release data should be required for risk assessment of GM 
plants  in  general  or  for  these  Bt-maize  varieties  in  particular  and  how these  data  should  be 
obtained.  Further,  while  the  Cartagena  Protocol  on  Biosafety  and  the  EU  Directive  2001/18  
underline  the  importance  of  the  receiving  environments,  data  are  lacking  from  several  
biogeographic regions in Europe, whilst data that do exist are short-term and include only a few 
species  in  other  tests.  This  is  of  course  of  great  importance,  as  a  scientifically  rigorous  risk  
asssessment is a crucial part of the EU legislative requirements and has been a central element of  
the controversy – both in scientific and wider circles – surrounding the expert opinions issued by 
the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). This controversy is far from being solved to date.

Data quality on available studies is highly variable. Different protocols for biosafety related 
research have been used which unsurprisingly yield different results, thus, rendering comparision 
and  interpretation  difficult.  Furthermore,  no  scientifically  agreed  standards  regarding  detection 
protocols for Bt toxins and their metabolites in various environmental media and food webs exist,  
nor any information on the detected metabolites’ bioactivity. This is of great importance for non-
target effect testing, determination of minimum expression/efficacy levels in Bt-plants for quality  
control and compliance with pest resistance management strategies. Furthermore, the mode of 
action of  Bt  toxins  in  documented,  adversely  affected non-target  organisms is  not  adequately  
understood.

There is a lack of scientific consensus on the requirements for monitoring in large scale  
use. This is an area of high relevance to the European Commission in its role as risk manager.  
The  environments  under  cultivation  and  agricultural  practices  within  member  states  are  quite 
diverse and have different needs in monitoring and management.

This  all  poses  difficulties  for  the  scientific  basis  of  regulatory  decision-making  to  allow  the  
cultivation of such crops in the EU. Some of us have worked with the European Commission,  
providing  expertise  on  genetically  modified  crops  during  the  WTO GMO dispute.  During  this 
process, we worked with colleagues to identify key areas of scientific uncertainty and the means to  
fill  gaps  of  knowledge.  The  WTO Panel  did  not  fault  with  our  contribution  and  at  no  time  
questioned the science behind it. In the submission of the European Commission on behalf of the  
European Communities, it is clearly stated that the available scientific knowledge was inadequate  
for risk assessment of the products awaiting decisions at that time. 
Since then,  new scientific evidence has come to light,  including what is now being taken into  
account by DG Environment. This again indicates that significant uncertainties and critical gaps of  
knowledge remain. Consequently, taking a precautionary approach is justified and indeed should  
be adopted based on the provisions put forward in the Treaty of Amsterdam amending the Treaty 
of the European Union, the  Treaties establishing the European Communities and certain related 
acts (October 1997)1

1 Page 41: 34) Article 130r(2) shall be replaced by the following:  “2. Community policy on the environment shall aim at a 
high level of protection taking into account the diversity of situations in the various regions of the Community. It shall be 
based on the precautionary principle and on the principles that preventive action should be taken, that  environmental 
damage should as a priority be rectified at source and that the polluter should pay.“



As experts in our fields, we would support the use of the precautionary principle in this instance for  
a temporary suspension of cultivation until a more rigorous risk assessment has been done, and  
the necessary means and standards for quality control and enforcement are developed and in  
place. We strongly believe that more independent research is needed, integrating knowledge from  
different disciplines, research questions and methodological approaches, including a broadening of  
the discussion regarding the required science and level of evidence to determine the safety of GM  
products for human health and the environment in the European Union.
We remain entirely at your disposition should you require further more detailed correspondence or  
a meeting.

Yours sincerely,

This letter was sent in February 2008 to the DG Environment of the European Commission.


