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ANALYSIS

Promising to “secure the bright future” of
agricultural biotechnology, the Clinton
Administration early in May announced a
series of regulatory initiatives aimed at build-
ing consumer confidence, keeping federal
biotechnology rules in line with scientific
and market developments, and maintaining
the current voluntary food labeling policy
while assuring that those labels are not mis-
leading. Although industry representatives
appear to approve the administration’s
stance, biotech critics gave them negative
reviews for doing little more than preserving
the status quo.

Despite the proclamation by Jane
Henney, commissioner of the US Food and
Drug Administration (FDA; Rockville, MD)
that “FDA’s scientific review continues to
show that all bioengineered foods sold here
in the United States are as safe as their non-
bioengineered counterparts,” FDA is propos-
ing to make mandatory its current voluntary
consultative process on bioengineered foods
and feeds. The agency plans to “strengthen
this process by specifically requiring develop-
ers to notify the agency of their intent to mar-
ket a food or animal feed from a bioengi-
neered plant at least 120 days before market-
ing.” Information about such products that is
submitted to the agency also will be “made
available to the public, consistent with
applicable disclosure laws.”

FDA also plans to revise—but leave vol-
untary—its labeling policy for biotech foods.
The revised guidelines, which will be deter-
mined through focus groups and consulta-
tion with consumers and industry, will “help
ensure that labeling is truthful and informa-
tive,” according to agency officials.

The FDA initiative represents the first
official disclosure of the agency’s response to
three public meetings held late in 1999 to
learn more about concerns regarding bio-
engineered food products (Nat. Biotechnol.
18, 15). “Our initiatives will provide the pub-
lic with continued confidence in the safety of
these foods,” says Henney.

According to Carl Feldbaum, president of
the Biotechnology Industry Organization
(BIO; Washington, DC), “The biotechnolo-
gy industry supports the FDA decision to
make the approval process for foods
improved through biotechnology more
transparent, and to also provide more guid-
ance to the food industry with regard to vol-
untary claims on food labels. We will cer-
tainly abide by the FDA’s ruling on mandato-
ry notification both in letter and in spirit.”
But Feldbaum goes on to say, “We did not
think this step was necessary. . .But if the
steps. . .serve to further strengthen public

confidence in the United States’
already strict regulatory system and
the safety of our food supply, then
they must be considered appropri-
ate and positive.”

However, in other circles, the
FDA decision to retain its voluntary
labeling policy is strongly criticized.
“Labeling is absolutely essential for
GE crops,” says Katherine DiMatteo,
executive director of the Organic
Trade Association (Washington,
DC). “If the technology is legitimate
and not to be feared, it needs to be
labeled.” Adds Marion Nestle, who
chairs the Department of Nutrition
and Food Studies at New York
University (New York), “[S]upermarkets
already are labeling products as GMO-free,
and we label processes [on food product
labels] all the time. FDA is playing catch-up.”

There is even criticism from the admin-
istration’s own party: Sen. Barbara Boxer
(D-CA) and Rep. Dennis Kucinich (D-OH),

who submitted separate bills several
months ago to make labeling of biotech
foods mandatory, unsurprisingly find fault
with the FDA’s decision to keep labeling
voluntary. Boxer calls the proposal “a hol-
low step,” pointing out that food manufac-
turers that use bioengineered ingredients

Lukewarm reception for US biotech proposals

Local efforts to enforce GM food labeling are thwarted

Legislation on whether and how to label foods containing genetically modified (GM)
ingredients limped forward on May 2 when the Senate Agriculture Committee in California,
the US’s largest food producer, passed a bill setting up a government task force to review
the matter. Although 15 other US states have introduced bills that would require labeling of
GM foods, the California bill is the first to pass a committee vote—the first step to becoming
state law.

However, although the original version of the bill proposed mandatory labeling of all
foods containing more than 0.1% GM ingredients, that provision was eliminated after
opposition from agriculture and industry groups during the May 2 hearing. As a result, the
committee amended the wording to state merely that consumers have a “right to know”
about GM content of food.

One food industry representative says consumer demand for such labeling is not
significant, but admits it is growing. “The activist community will tell you consumers are
demanding it, but that’s not quite the case,” says Brian Sansoni, spokesperson for the
Grocery Manufacturers of America (GMA; Washington, DC), which opposed the mandatory
labeling provision.

Marc Lappé, director of the Center for Ethics and Toxics (Mendocino County, CA) and
longtime opponent of biotechnology (Nat. Biotechnol. 17, 848), wrote the original bill, which
was introduced by Sen. Tom Hayden (D-Santa Monica). “We’re very discouraged by the lack
of action of the legislature,” says Lappé, who insists consumers have a right to know about
the content of foods.

The bill must still pass a vote of the full legislature and be signed by Gov. Gray Davis
before becoming law, but passage is expected because the most onerous sections, from
industry’s perspective, have been deleted. However, the legislature must first wait for
directors of the three state agencies of the working group—Department of Food and
Agriculture, Department of Health Services, and Department of Consumer Affairs—to make
their recommendations, which aren’t due for submission until 2002.

Meanwhile, anti-GM activists suffered another blow in early May when they failed to
collect enough signatures to put a mandatory GM labeling question on the California
November general election ballot. According to Lappé, proponents obtained only a quarter
of the 400,000 signatures needed.

Eric Niiler
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