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to absolute safety” and that field trials should 
not proceed until Bt talong, the local term 
for eggplant, could be “categorically declared 
as safe for humans.” He did not specify how 
scientists or the court should obtain such 
evidence in the absence of field trials.

The anti-Bt eggplant campaign “was a suc-
cess because there was more organization” 
among GM crop opponents than among 
proponents, says New York University plant 
biologist Michael Purugganan, who was 
born and raised in the Philippines. The same 
approach ten years ago failed to get Bt maize 
banned, notes Bt eggplant researcher Desiree 
Hautea of the University of the Philippines in 
Los Baños. Bt maize, which Filipino farmers 
have been growing as animal feed for over a 
decade, has had “real benefits” says Hautea, 
and “no verifiable harm to human health and 
environment,” she says.

Former president of the Philippines 
National Academy of Science and Technology 

in Manila Emil Q. Javier wrote a response call-
ing the ruling a “perverse application of the 
Writ of Kalikasan” and noting that if farmers 
do not get access to the pesticide-producing 
gene, they will continue spraying eggplant 
crops with pesticides instead, which costs 
more and can harm the environment.

Several universities, the Philippines 
Department of Agriculture and the 
International Service for the Acquisition 
of Agri-biotech Applications (ISAAA) and 
other government agencies have appealed 
the court’s most recent decision. “I’m con-
cerned that all of this will have an impact on 
the release of Golden Rice,” a GM variety for-
tified with vitamin A, Purugganan says. For 
now, work on Golden Rice is proceeding at 
the International Rice Research Institute in 
Los Baños, says spokesperson Aileen Garcia. 
The May ruling applies only to Bt talong, 
though some farmers have already shown 
resistance to Golden Rice by tearing up field 

trials (“Bicolano farmers uproot golden rice,” 
Remate, August 8, 2013).

Biotech-overseeing agencies, including the 
Philippine Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) and its biosafety agency, issued state-
ments in support of biotech crops. The FDA 
statement notes that “it is not possible to make 
general statements on the safety of all GM 
foods” but that those approved for the com-
mercial market “are as safe and nutritious as the 
food derived from conventional crops.”

The statements may be too little, too late, 
Purugganan says. Yet Filipino proponents of 
GM crops may be learning the power of com-
municating from Greenpeace and other oppo-
nents. Filipino newspapers began to fill with 
anecdotes of farmers calling for Bt eggplant 
commercialization and stories of biology stu-
dents decrying the field trial ban. Most scien-
tists, Purugganan says, “are loath to step into 
these debates [but] I think that’s changing.”

Lucas Laursen Madrid

INDIA
The US National Institutes of Health stop 
enrollment for current clinical trials and 

postpone future trials until it gets clarification on the new 
rules from the Indian government. The move follows 
controversial changes to clinical trial law that could leave 
pharma companies liable for injuries or deaths when an 
investigational drug fails to work as predicted.
 

THAILAND
Genetic specialists set up a database for 
rare inherited metabolic disorders called 

lysosomal storage diseases, which include mucopoly-
sacharidosis, Pompe disease and Gaucher disease, 
among others. The aim is to improve incidence 
recordkeeping which, coupled with increased genetic 
testing, will lead to effective prevention strategies.

Sinopharm Group, the 
country’s largest pharma 

company, consolidates its existing 
biotech R&D resources into one 
location, the China Biotechnology 
Research Institute in Wuhan East 
Lake High-tech Zone. Construc-
tion will take three years and result 
in the country’s largest biotech 
R&D operation. 

UK
BP, DuPont and AB Sugar invest £350 ($547) 
million to set up the UK’s largest biorefinery 

with the goal of cutting transport emissions in half. Located 
in Hull, Vivergo will produce 420 million liters per year of 
bioethanol from wheat—60% of which is starch that can be 
fermented into alcohol for bioethanol production, while the 
remaining 40% is converted into animal feed.

NIGERIA 
The Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation establishes a 

biotech laboratory to help build human 
capacity in national programs in Nigeria and 
Africa as a whole. The aim is to boost 
production and improve security of national 
priority crops such as soybeans, rice and 
maize using biotech tools.
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