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Brussels, 5 May 2020 

Re. EU scrutiny of GM food is not negotiable 

Dear Commissioner Hogan, 

Further to a broad civil society statement on the EU-US trade negotiations,1 we would like to once 
again underline the need to maintain EU food safety standards. 

According to media reports, the Commission is still in negotiation with the United States, despite the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and would like to “intensify” the work on regulatory cooperation.2 As part of these 
talks, the Commission may offer to accelerate authorisations of genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs).3 

The EU GMO regime aims to protect people and the environment.  

Despite long years of aggressive marketing, GM technology has only been taken up by a handful of 
countries, for a handful of crops. In fact, the number of countries growing GM crops has been 
shrinking since 2010.4 Today, almost 90 percent of global GM cropland is devoted to crops engineered 
to survive spraying with herbicides that would otherwise kill them.5 Their cultivation has led to a 
massive increase in herbicide use.6   

GMOs are predominantly grown as large-scale industrial monocultures, with damaging impacts on 
ecosystems. They have been found to cross into wild populations, with as yet unknown consequences. 
Potential risks to public health, which may arise from compositional differences compared to non-GM 
crops, remain poorly understood.6 

The EU has introduced stringent rules to ensure that GMOs can only be marketed following a thorough 
safety assessment, and subject to traceability and labelling requirements. These standards are there 
for good reasons: to protect people and the environment. 

The level of scrutiny of individual GMOs cannot be lowered. 

Already today, EU GMO authorisations are based on a cursory scientific evaluation that ignores 
important pathways of potential harm. The assessments provided by the European Food Safety 
Authority (EFSA) usually ignore crucial aspects such as increased chemical use linked to herbicide 
tolerant GM crops, as well as potential adverse effects arising under stress conditions (such as 
drought) and over several generations. They also disregard effects that can arise when different GM 
traits are brought together in so-called “stacked events”.7 

In addition, EU GMO authorisations are the result of a deeply undemocratic decision-making process, 

in which the Commission decides unilaterally – without the backing of a qualified majority of EU 
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member states and against parliamentary objections carried by a majority of MEPs.8 This process 
undermines the EU’s democratic credentials and further compromises the EU’s health and 
environmental protections. 

Speeding up this already unsatisfactory process would further reduce scientific rigour and democratic 
control. It may stop EFSA from requesting further data to ascertain the safety of GM products. It may 
also leave insufficient time for EU governments and the European Parliament to conduct their 
examination and express their views. 

Instead of accelerating GMO authorisations, the Commission should: 

 Properly implement the existing EU GMO legislation 

The safety assessment of GMOs should be improved so that they are only authorised “after a scientific 
evaluation of the highest possible standard … of any risks which they present for human and animal 
health and … for the environment”, as required by EU GMO legislation.9 

The landmark ruling of the European Court of Justice of 25 July 2018 on the scope of EU GMO law 
should be fully applied.10 Any attempts to exempt GMOs derived from new genetic engineering 
techniques such as CRISPR-Cas from EU GMO legislation should be rejected. 

 Tighten EU GMO legislation 

Existing gaps in the EU’s labelling regulations for GMOs should be closed to ensure that consumers 
have full information about GMOs used in food production. At present, food derived from animals 
raised on GM feed does not have to be labelled.11 

Finally, there is an urgent need to reform the GMO authorisation process so as to enable full 
democratic control of EU authorisation decisions. Our organisations have already issued some 
recommendations in that regard.12 

Commissioner Hogan, the new Commission, that you are a member of, has announced a European 
Green Deal to better protect our environment and the global climate. We ask you do all you can, in 
your capacity as Trade Commissioner, to achieve this objective and to prevent any weakening of 
existing protections under the mum of lifting “regulatory barriers” to trade. 

Respectfully yours, 

Jagoda Munic, director Friends of the Earth Europe.  
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